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DIVERSITY AND MARKETING
PRACTICE
Ann M. Torres and John A. Murray
Marketing practice varies among firms. However, the prescriptive literature
emphasises a universal view of practice: 1 one size should fit all'. The authors
address the issue of diversity in marketing practice in competitive space and
in time. Miles & Snow's (1986) typology which proposes that diversity in
strategy and structure is normar in any industry, that it is 1 good' for an
industry and that various configurations of strategy and structure may be
equally effective in producing high performance, is taken as a point of
departure.
The notion that marketing practice is diverse and contingent on strategystructure configurations is supported by other research which provides
evidence that diversity is to be expected, is normatively appropriate, and
may be characterised as sets of varied but stable patterns, or configurations
of practice.
Case studies of organisations that are undergoing considerable change
were used to begin the research process. The authors' initial investigations
provide support for the presence of marketing diversity linked with strategic
configuration. The findings suggest there is archetypal order in the diversity
of marketing practice, that configurations of marketing practice may change
through time, and that an associated change in marketing practice may
occur due to industry change. While this presents the opportunity to develop
a more contingent view of marketing practice than has been traditional, it
also raises the possibility of speculation about the evolving nature of
marketing practice in environments characterised by features associated
with the 'new economy'.

Introduction
It is self-evident that marketing practice varies
greatly from firm to firm. It varies in terms of how
much marketing is conducted and how much
emphasis is placed on marketing relative to other
managerial activities. The nature of marketing
practice itself also varies. In some firms selling is
the predominant marketing activity, in others it is
marketing research, advertising or channel management. Some firms rely on relationships to
underpin marketing practice while others are
transactional in orientation. What explains this
diversity in practice? Why is it that the prescriptive
literature emphasises a universal view of marketing
practice - 'one size should fit all'? If diversity is a
better characterisation of marketing practice than
uniformity, surely we need a contingency theory?
And in a 'new economy' context, characterised by
the deconstruction of traditional industry relationships and collapsed time dimensions, are new
kinds of marketing practice emerging?
© Mercury Publications

In this paper the authors address the issue of
diversity in marketing practice in competitive
space and in time. Diversity in competitive space
arises when firms in a single competitive arena
employ a variety of marketing practices to good
effect - there is demonstrably no 'one best way'. Diversity in time results when firms adopt new marketing practices or new mixes of marketing practice as they eo-evolve with their environment practice is learned, emergent, and dynamic.
Miles & Snow's (1986) proposition that diversity
in strategy and structure is normal in any industry, that it is 'good' for an industry and furthermore that various configurations of strategy and
structure may be equally effective in producing
high performance, is taken as a point of departure. Their typology of strategy-structure configurations indicates that there are several routes to
high performance. Their position is that for an
industry to be characterised by self-renewal and
3
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extended profitability it needs highly efficient
firms to harvest mature technologies and markets
as they commoditise. It needs entrepreneurial
firms to develop new forms of demand, to invent
and innovate new technologies, to develop new
products and to construct new relationships with
customers. Furthermore, it needs hybrid firms
that can generate surpluses from their efficiency
in mature markets, while investing in the breakthroughs of their entrepreneurial colleagues in
the industry. In their argument, it is this diversity
in roles and practice that propels the whole
industry along a path of development and adequate returns. By contrast, homogeneity in practice is likely to produce convergence in firm
strategies, inadequate returns and bored customers.
This argument finds echoes in recent evolutionary
interpretations of change in complex adaptive systems (Axelrod and Cohen, 2000). These theoretical contributions suggest that such kinds of
change may be explained by reference to the basic
evolutionary processes of variety, selection and
retention. Complex systems give rise to variety
and have mechanisms that select from the variety
generated and retain the selected adaptive
responses. In an industry context variety grows
from diversity of organisational strategy, structure
and process as well as environmental change, competition selects from the variety of firm responses
and the whole industry system retains the most
successful adaptations. Without variety, however,
the system converges around specialised solutions
and incurs higher and higher risk of system failure
in the face of environmental change.
The literature of marketing contains few strong
statements concerning the role of diversity in marketing practice. The normative literature typically
argues a standardised prescription for principles of
marketing practice. The authors counterbalance
this perspective with one that asserts that diversity
is the norm. Since marketing practice flows from
- and also informs - strategic practice, and since
strategic practice is characterised by variety and by
multiple routes to high performance, so too is
marketing practice. Furthermore, consideration is
given to whether there is a pattern in the diversity
of marketing practice and whether, during the
current rapid evolution of many industries, new
patterns are emerging.
4
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The specific goals of the article are to explore:
•

the nature of diversity in marketing practice;

•

the nature of marketing and how its organisational configuration evolves over time; and

•

whether there is evidence of archetypal order
in the diversity of marketing practice.

Diversity within Industry
Industries support firms with differing competitive
strategies as illustrated by research on strategic
groups (Caves and Porter, 1977; Harrigan, 1985).
Miles and Snow (1986) and Miles et al. (1997) have
hypothesised that for an industry to maintain its
long-run viability, it must meet the dual objectives
of innovation and efficiency. This requires a mix of
strategy-structure configurations among firms
(defenders, prospectors, analysers), to foster a
healthy industry and encourage its long-term performance.
They argue that there is a need for firms that are
strong in product research and basic engineering
and that will foster and generate innovations
('prospectors') (Snow and Hrebiniak, 1980). In
turn, there is the need for firms that select and
improve on innovations for ease of marketability
and manufacture ('analysers'), as well as firms
which due to their distinctive competencies in production and applied engineering, enhance costefficiency and overall value ('defenders') (Snow and
Hrebiniak, 1980). At a minimum, a healthy industry must have firms with the ability to perform the
product 'designer' and 'producer' roles (i.e.
prospectors and defenders) because without them,
its long-term viability is jeopardised.
Industry variety, in this argument, is related to
overall industry performance (Miles et al., 1993).
An industry's long-run aggregate performance is
expected to be higher if variety in strategic configurations and groups is present. Lack of variety is
likely to lead to more head-to-head competition,
less differentiation, more commoditisation, and
less opportunity to learn, directly and indirectly,
from the diverse experience of other firms (Miles
et al., 1993). Thus, a mix of strategic roles is
required for industry health and this mix may
change as the industry evolves. For example, in
relatively new industries, prospector-type firms
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usually predominate, as flexibility, growth and
innovation are key success factors Oohnson, 1997).
However, as industries mature, the strategic mix
shifts from a high proportion of prospectors to a
high proportion of defenders, where stability and
efficiency are of greater priority (Johnson, 1997).
Thus, if the bases of effectiveness change over the
industry life cycle, it is reasonable to expect that
the incidence of, and balance between, strategic
types will also change (Johnson, 1997). However,
there generally appears to be a relationship
between life cycle stage and industry variety
(Miles et al., 1993). Variety decreases through
time: 'as variety diminishes over time, the industry
may find that it is no longer able to adapt to environmental fluctuations and performance suffers as
a result' (Miles et al., 1993). In response, redirection and rejuvenation may become an essential
industry initiative.
The mix of strategic types within an industry may
also provide a basis for forecasting an industry's
long-term profitability and for anticipating how
its strategic mix will change. The value of such
analysis is that it offers insights into the dynamics
of an industry by suggesting ways in which a firm
may change its strategic direction to take advantage of new opportunities or counter competitive
threats. It is reasonable to expect that over time,
firms will adjust their generic (defender, prospector, analyser) configuration in response to environmental change (Zajac and Shortell, 1989;
Johnson, 1997).

Diversity and Configuration
Approaches to classifYing strategic behaviour have
led to the description of many different types of
generic strategies. By way of example, Ansoff and
Stewart (1967) used the timing of market entry to
outline four different marketing strategies. Doyle
and Hooley (1992) looked at firms' short-term
profit versus long-term market share to distinguish
among strategic orientations. Freeman (1974)
reviewed firms' innovation policy to describe six
distinct strategies. Porter (1980) described four
competitive strategies that firms pursue in response
to competitive forces. Acar et al. (1989) differentiated firms by scrutinising their efforts with respect
to entrepreneurship and organisational intrapreneuring. Brockhoff and Pearson (1992) analysed
firms' use of technology and market aggressiveness
to classifY strategic orientation.

Miles and Snow's typology (1978) has received
considerable attention (Weisenfeld-Schenk, 1994)
because it characterises entire organisations according to their strategy-structure configuration. A
number of researchers have empirically tested the
typology's validity in a variety of industries (Snow
and Hrebiniak, 1980; Hambrick, 1983; WeisenfeldSchenk, 1994; Ghobadian et al., 1998) and found
it easy to operationalise and robust in application.
Their typology of configurations supports analysis
of a firm as an integrated and dynamic whole,
taking into account the interrelationships of strategy, structure and process.
The framework evolved from their investigation
into how firms adapted to organisational and
environmental change. By expanding on the theoretical ideas presented in strategic-choice literature
of the time (Chandler, 1962; Child, 1972; Cyert
and March, 1963; Drucker, 1954, 1974; Thompson,
1967; Weick, 1969, 1977), they sought to develop a
general model which explained firms' adaptive
process - the 'adaptive cycle'.
Like other strategic-choice theorists, they recognised that environmental conditions only partially
accounted for organisational behaviour and that
top managers' decisions were also crucial in determining organisational structure and process.
Although managers' decisions may be numerous
and complex, Miles and Snow (1978) believed that
these decisions could be categorised into three
broad areas. They proposed that firms needed to
solve, often simultaneously, three types of generic
problems: the entrepreneurial (i.e. choice of product-market domain), the engineering (i.e. transformation of resources into outputs) and the
administrative (i.e. organisational structure).
By using the concept of the adaptive cycle to
interpret the literature and their research, Miles
and Snow developed an elegant typology consisting of three successful 'types' or configurations:
defenders, prospectors, and analysers. Each type
was found to have a particular configuration of
technology, structure, and process consistent with
its unique market strategy. Essentially, defenders
aim to seal off a portion of the total market by
offering stable product lines, which compete on
the basis of value and/or price. Prospectors continuously seek to locate and exploit new opportunities, and as such are typically first to market with
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new products and innovations. Analysers combine
the strengths of defenders and prospectors and
thus aim to innovate simultaneously while maintaining a stable base in traditional product-markets. Reactors are a fourth, but unsuccessful, type.
Reactors, due to inconsistencies among strategy,
structure, and process, demonstrated an inability
to respond appropriately to the environment.
The typology encompasses strategic orientation
and organisational form. Defenders typically employ functional structures with a high degree of
centralisation in decision making and control. In
contrast, prospectors are expected to have flexible,
autonomous structures that rely on decentralisation
in planning and management. Analysers avail of a
mixed structure (e.g. matrix), where managers act
as integrators berween resource groups or programme units with the intent of being concurrently
efficient and flexible. Appendices I and 2 provide a
summary profile of the three successful strategic
types: defenders, prospectors, and analysers.

Diversity in Marketing Practice
Given what is understood about typologies and
the observable diversity in marketing practice it
seems reasonable to expect marketing frameworks
that encompass variety and even celebrate it. A
main premise of the strategy implementation literature is that different business strategies need distinct configurations of organisational practice to
achieve optimal performance (Slater and Olson,
2000). Miles et al. (1993) argue convincingly that
firms, in the same competitive space, will go
about their business in different ways and still succeed. The concept of strategic groups supports
this by affirming that there are intra-industry
domains of competition, which to some extent are
characterised by mobility barriers. Given that
industries are characterised by strategic groups,
within each strategic group we may expect the
diversity of strategy-structure-process as described by Miles and Snow.
The notion that the nature of marketing is contingent on firm strategy and organisational type is
not new. Research supports the concept that the
degree of market orientation varies across different
configurations (McDaniel and Kolari, 1987; Lukas
1999). The degree of market orientation has been
shown to be highest in prospectors, second highest in analysers, third highest in defenders, and
6
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lowest in reactors (McDaniel and Kolari, 1987;
Lukas, 1999). Overall, Lukas' (1999) study confirmed the role of configuration as a determinant
of market orientation and that configuration, as
defined by Miles and Snow (1978), is systematically associated with a characteristic degree of
market orientation and that these relationships are
consistent across different performance and environmental contexts.
Walker and Ruekert (1987) report one of the few
studies exploring the interdependence of business
strategy and marketing practice, using a synthesis
of the Miles and Snow and Porter typologies.
They develop a set of propositions outlining how
marketing policies and activities contribute to the
effective implementation of different business
strategies. While their search was for evidence of
how marketing contributes to effective implementation of different business strategies, they implicitly demonstrated that diversity in marketing practice is to be expected, is normatively appropriate,
and may be characterised as sets of stable patterns
or configurations of practice.
Slater and Olson (20oo) take up Walker and
Ruekert's ideas and explore the performance implications of matching marketing practices to different strategy types with a specific focus on sales
force management. They note that 'different sales
force management practices are required to successfully implement ... [and] ... influence the successful implementation' of different configurations
(Slater and Olson, 2000, p. 825). The configuration
scheme they explore is the Walker and Ruekert
(1987) hybrid of the Miles and Snow and Porter
archetypes: prospectors, analysers, low cost defenders and differentiated defenders. Their evidence
strongly suggests that, in so far as sales force management practice is concerned, there are different
patterns of practice that reflect different configurations which are, in turn, related to environmental
conditions in different ways. For example, firms
with a prospector configuration are likely to have
relationship-based selling, to internalise the sales
function, to have moderate supervision of sales
activity, to control by outcome and to -emphasise
incentive compensation. A low-cost defender, by
contrast, is likely to have transaction-based selling,
to externalise the sales function, to have low supervision of selling activity, to be outcome controlled
and to emphasise incentive based compensation.

J
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It is important to consider the implications of
diversity in marketing practice not only across
competitive space, but also through time. Diversity through time results when firms adopt new
marketing practices or new mixes of marketing
practice as they eo-evolve with their environment.
Given that the mix of strategic types alters
through the industry life cycle Qohnson, 1997), in
response to changing criteria for effectiveness, it
should follow that marketing practice will alter as
well. Over time, firms can adjust their configuration in response to environmental change (Zajac
and Shortell, 1989; Johnson, 1997) and also adapt
their marketing practices.

The case for diversity, as opposed to uniformity, in
marketing practice across competitive space and
through time seems to be well supported.
Exploration of this diversity appears to be feasible
through the use of well-established archetypes of
strategy-structure-process configuration, as outlined in the literature relating to strategic management and organisation theory. While this presents
the opportunity to develop a more contingent
view of marketing practice than has been traditional in marketing theory, it also raises the possibility of speculation about the evolving nature of
marketing practice in environments characterised
by features associated with the 'new economy'.

Forte et al. (2ooo) note that movement between
configurations is considered rare, due to environmental and organisational constraints. However,
they cite evidence that some organisations do
change configuration (Forte et al., 2000, p. 753),
even though such change may increase the risk of
failure (Forte et al., 2000, pp. 753-4). They note
that existing research is unclear as to the 'extent to
which form actually affects how an organisation
responds, or does not respond, and the extent to
which these responses are generally adaptive, or
performance enhancing' (Forte et al., 2000, p.
754). Their study examined the relationship
between organisational form and performance, in
the context of environmental upheaval. They
examined hospitals' responses to major external
discontinuity. They found that 'most of the hospitals [that were] poorly matched to the new environmental context, transformed themselves to a
better-suited organisational form and that these
major transformations were not rare' (Forte et al.,
2000, p. 769). In addition, they found that staying with, or moving to, organisational forms
better suited to the new industry conditions
yielded positive performance effects. They generalise that strategic realignment with an extreme
external force that dramatically shifts the basis of
competition for an entire industry, not just an
individual firm, requires firms to regroup to effectively compete. Overall, they indicate that fit
between environmental contingencies and organisational form translates into superior performance,
as proposed by Miles and Snow (1984). The study
also provides support for the notion that organisations systematically move towards the higher-performing organisational forms for a given environment.

The Research
The authors' objectives have been to understand
the diversity of marketing practice across competitive space and through time and to explore how
marketing practices may emerge in the context of
changing industry and environmental conditions.
Some case studies of organisations that are undergoing considerable change have been used to
begin the research process. This allows ;m initial
understanding of:
•

the nature of diversity in marketing practice;

•

the nature of marketing and how its organisational configuration evolves over time; and

•

whether there is evidence of archetypal order
in the diversity of marketing practice.

Personal interviews were held with senior executives of three multinational subsidiaries in Ireland:
Siebel Systems Ireland, Boston Scientific Ireland,
and Nortel Networks. Each firm operates in a different industry: enterprise software, medical
devices and telecommunications. These industries
were chosen because they all have highly dynamic
environments. Indeed, the firms experience significant pressures to meet the increasingly complex
and changing competitive conditions. None of the
interviewees were marketing executives, but all
had familiarity with the marketing activity and
practices of their corporations.
Each company director was interviewed two or
three times, and on each occasion the duration of
the interview was approximately an hour and a
half The nature of the interview questions was
open-ended, followed by a probing line of enquiry
7
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Propositions for Miles & Snow's Strategic Types
in Solving the Marketing Problem

Strategic Types

Marketing Problem - Propositions

Defender

To safeguard relations with targeted market segment(s)

Costs & benefits to strategy type

Marketing planning has a long-run perspective and may be highly detailed.
Marketing practices tend to be more mechanistic in nature, and focused on
maintaining the established brand image

Prospector

To exploit first mover advantage, establish trust and credibility for launching
innovations

Costs & benefits to strategy type

Marketing practices and planning are short-run in nature, and not very
detailed. The exception is in the area of corporate branding which is vital in
communicating the brand values and securing the brand asset (i.e. customer
loyalty)

Analyser

To manage marketing communication requirements for stable and dynamic
product sets and the associated audiences

Costs & benefits to strategy type

Marketing practices that reflect the duality of nature for established and pioneer products, but this produces tensions in how to strike the appropriate balance in marketing efforts

related to identified areas. The topic areas for discussion were the firm's general background, its
product-market domain, current strategic thrust
in the context of past and future strategies, organisational structure, approach to marketing practice,
and key measures of performance. In addition, the
directors were asked to identifY to which configuration they believed their firm belonged. Finally,
they were asked to identifY their firm's most
threatening competitors and to compare and contrast their competitors' strategy-structure-process
configuration with their own.
To structure the enquiry, a set of propositions
about marketing practice was framed. These propositions were derived from the logic of the Miles
and Snow (1978) configurations. Deriving the
propositions involved extending the rationale of
the entrepreneurial, engineering and administrative 'problems' to specifY the associated 'marketing
problem' for each of the three successful configurations. These propositions are set out in Table I.
This should allow further understanding of the
nature of marketing practice associated with each
successful strategy-structure configuration. Such
exploration should afford a degree of predictive
value as to the form of marketing practice that may
be allied with a defender, prospector or analyser
strategy-structure configuration. The following
case studies, although exploratory in nature,
deepen the understanding of the research issue.
8

Siebel Systems
Background and Product-Market Domain
Siebel Systems, Inc. is the market leader in enterprise-class sales, marketing and customer service,
information systems. The company helps organisations to focus on increasing sales, marketing and
customer service effectiveness in field sales, customer service, telesales, telemarketing, call centres,
and third-party resellers. The firm designs, develops, markets, and supports Siebel Enterprise Applications, a web-based application software product
family designed to meet the sales, marketing and
customer service information system requirements
of small to large multinational organisations.
Strategy, Structure and Strategic Type
Siebel pursues a prospector-type strategy and aims
to maintain that position against up-and-coming
competitors. Siebel's strategy is to manage growth
effectively, by maintaining its market share with
the impending onslaught of powerful competitors
(ClarifY, Vantive, Oracle and SAP) and to be vigilant so as to identifY the next product-market
opportunity. Within the software industry, the
typical pattern of development is for firms to
become very large through technological, product,
and/ or process innovation and to sustain their
prospector position aggressively - until a new
innovation emerges and erodes their market.

As the software industry operates on very short
cycles, strategic plans are made only 1-2 years in
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advance. In the future, Siebel is likely to move to
either a defender or an analyser position, depending
on its future competitive competency, and the rate
and manner of technological change within the
industry. Essentially, Siebel's future strategic type
depends on how well Siebel is able to scan, identifY
and exploit new product-market opportunities.
Siebel has always been a prospector and as a
prospector, Siebel is expected to have a highly
adaptive and flexible organisational structure.
However, its organisational structure is functional
and relatively flat. This structure has worked well
for Siebel as decisions are taken at an executive
level and then implemented very quickly. Once
decisions are made, executives immediately pursue
their role in effecting them.
Competitors and Competitive Position
Siebel's most compelling competitors are ClarifY
(owned by Nortel Networks), Vantive (owned by
Peoplesoft), Oracle and SAP. Clarify is the
strongest competitor, occupying the number two
position and clearly pursuing an analyser strategy.
Clarify was prospecting at the same time as Siebel,
and although it offers a good product, its marketing is not perceived to be as strong as Siebel's.
Vantive and Oracle are both analysers and are
ranked in the number three position. However,
despite Oracle's late entry into CRM applications
and its currently weaker product, it is likely to
have the most competitive potential. This is
because Oracle has the deepest pockets and
through its acquisitions activity, could easily
become number two competitor. SAP does not
have a CRM product on the market. However, it
has made an alliance with Clarify (Nortel
Networks) so as to block Siebel and other competitors from gaining ground. In this respect, SAP
is pursuing a defender strategy. Prospectors, such
as Siebel, are the elite few, analysers are the bulk of
the market and defenders don't really survive very
long in the market if they persist in their strategy.
Ultimately, firms in defender positions either fold
or are bought out by another firm.
Marketing Practice
Marketing in Siebel focuses on high-level, sophisticated personal selling, increasingly supported by
brand advertising. Siebel does business with the
'big 5' consulting firms, which typically recommend Siebel to their clients. In fact, when it was a

start-up, Andersen Consulting was Siebel's key
access to the marketplace. Siebel's approach to the
market is through direct sales. Sales personnel
work to sell to executives and managing directors
of firms. Currently, Siebel is increasing the
emphasis on developing the brand, and its recognition (for example, TV advertisements during
the Superbowl). Any print advertising is done
through business journals and is aimed at CEOs
and top-management rather than IT personnel.
Corporate advertising that enhances brand image
and reputation is seen as advantageous.
ClarifY and Vantive use similar avenues, but due
to lack of funds and/or vision, lack the aggressive
marketing approach. Oracle is the hungry new
entrant and potentially has the funds, experience
and access to lock clients into its application. SAP,
through its alliance with Clarify, is recommending
that product to its clients. Within the software
industry, the nature of the strategic type largely
determines the marketing strategy/tactics that
firms pursue.

Boston Scientific
Background and Product-Market Domain
Boston Scientific Corporation develops, manufactures and markets minimally invasive medical
devices. Boston Scientific's products include catheters, stems, grafts, balloons, forceps and related
devices and systems, which are used in interventional procedures in cardiology, electrophysiology,
gastroenterology, neuro-endovascular therapy,
radiology, urology and vascular surgery. Boston
Scientific operates three international manufacturing facilities in Ireland, marketing and sales subsidiaries in more than 35 countries, and distribution arrangements in more than 45 countries.
Boston Scientific is an analyser, as it wants to be
number one in innovations, and at the same time
offer better quality and value. Overall, Boston
Scientific's objective is to become the biggest,
fastest (to market), and best medical device firm.
The reason for becoming the biggest is to attain
market coverage in as many medical applications
as possible. Within the medical devices industry,
becoming the fastest is important because successful firms need to have speed to the market with
new products. Without speed, Boston Scientific
could quickly fall behind. Being the best, in terms
of product quality and safety, is vital for medical
9
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applications firms - due to the risk to patients.
Hence, Boston Scientific views research and development (R&D) capability and speed to market as
key success factors.
Given the huge growth the company has experienced over the past six to seven years, Boston
Scientific has undergone significant changes in its
operational structures in recent years. This restructuring is due in part to post-acquisition realignment, and in part to its response to ongoing business influences. However, the structural archetype
still remains functional and hierarchical. With
respect to manufacturing, the organisational structure is largely functional, hierarchical and organised
first along segments (for example, cardiology, vascular), and then by geographic location (e.g. USA,
International). The sales and marketing divisions
are similarly aligned, although the first level of identification is geography (for example, USA,
European, Inter Continental), the second level is
product segment (for example, Scimed (cardiology),
Medi-tech (vascular). An example of a recent
change in structure relates to the reorganising of the
supply chain, which included centralising warehousing on each continent to improve stockholding
and response to customers. In the past, oursourcing
of critical functions, such as manufacturing, was
not the norm. However, recently Boston Scientific
has outsourced a large part of its US manufacturing
operation to contract manufacturers in Mexico.

Competitors and Competitive Position
The medical device industry has short product life
cycles because technology is changing relatively
quickly although, due to the lengthy approval and
commercialisation process, no technological innovation is a surprise to competitors at the point of
product launch. Typically, within the medical device industry, there are spurts and plateaux in technological advances. The plateau usually gives firms
a number of years to exploit the product, until a
new innovation emerges. For example, the area of
coronary stenting emerged as a serious alternative
to traditional heart surgery in 1995-1996. To date,
this innovation represents the largest single product
platform for Boston Scientific, as it accounts for 20
per cent of its revenues.
Boston Scientific's main competitors in the coronary stent market are Medtronic, Guidant, and
Johnson & Johnson. Medtronic and Guidant, like
IO
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Boston Scientific, are analysers. Of the rwo,
Medtronic is Boston Scientific's stronger competitor, as it quickly followed Boston Scientific's entry
into the stent product-market in 1996. Johnson &
Johnson, although an analyser overall, is a
defender in this sector and hence, is a more distant competitor to Boston Scientific.
Within the medical device industry, analysers are
successful in offering innovative products to wider
markets because they have the experience and
resources for commercialising new products.
However, it is important to note that analyser
firms, like Boston Scientific, may also be initial
innovators and rely on SMEs for new technologies
as one strategic avenue to innovation.

Marketing Practice
Boston Scientific's approach to the market is for
its sales and R&D people to work very closely
with doctors, nurses, and hospital buyers. The
nature of the sale is very personal, very detailed
and built around relationships berween the sales
people and the various influencers involved in the
buying decision. Principally, marketing consists of
the traditional sales approach in which much
reliance is placed on sales personnel and there is
substantial distance berween manufacturing and
the customers. However, Boston Scientific is
making moves to bridge this gap by bringing customers on site. New initiatives involve 'vision
partnership', whereby sales people organise doctors, nurses, and hospital buyers to visit the manufacturing sites - to see the detail required in manufacturing, as well as the high level of quality and
cleanliness.
Within the medical device industry, it is significant that the differences in marketing practices are
due to the different strategies pursued. For example, all analysers pursue similar strategies. and
implement similar marketing practices. Hence, all
analysers avail of traditional personal selling techniques to reach customers. For the SMEs which
are prospecting, the aim is to find a good 'match'
to buy their innovations. Thus, their marketing
practices largely consist of building credibility
and reputation, which facilitate establishing cooperative alliances with potential buyers.
Defenders are firms that enter a market after the
prospectors and analysers and their concern IS
finding the most efficient access to customers.

Diversity and Marketing Practice

Nortel Networks
Background and Product-Market Domain
Nortel Networks was a leading global supplier of
data and telephony network solutions and services. Traditionally, the firm operated in two segments: carrier and enterprise. Its business consisted of the design, development, manufacture,
marketing, sale, financing, installation, servicing
and support of data and telephony networks for
carrier and enterprise customers. However, Nortel
is now positioning itself as a global leader in telephony, data, wireless and wireline solutions for the
intern et.
Strategy, Structure and Strategic Type
Nortel is primarily a telecommunications firm,
but it is in the process of a business reorganisation
and redefinition. Traditionally, Nortel was organised along the lines of its business (that is, enterprise, wireless, carrier and carrier data). Its primary products were telephones and switches.
Now, it envisions itself as providing technology
solutions (products and systems) for communication needs through whatever medium is required,
for example internet, e-business, etc. Although
Nortel had enjoyed considerable success as an
analyser in the telephone industry, the imperatives
of the internet and other new communication
technologies encouraged Nortel to redefine itself
as a prospector in the optics industry.
Nortel's redefinition initiated a cascade of changes
from organisational structure, to culture, and to
risk orientation. Nortel is in transition from a
manufacturing-led firm to a sales and marketingled firm. Thus, its former core competencies of
engineering, manufacturing, and R&D are now
being replaced with core competencies in sales and
marketing.
This analyser to prospector metamorphosis is also
evident in Nortel's organisational structure, which
has become much leaner and more modular.
Nortel is moving away from a flat, functional firm
to a more adaptive, network structure. Hence, the
new norm is to outsource any function which can
be performed by another organisation more efficiently and effectively. Part of this change is
reflected in Nortel's efforts in downsizing manufacturing and any manufacturing that is retained
is very lean. For example, Nortel has retained
high-end manufacturing, such as systems integra-

tion and has outsourced low-end manufacturing,
such as PCB boards, to trusted suppliers. Hence,
the network structure addresses Nortel's simultaneous objectives of efficiency and innovation.
Competitors and Competitive Position
The optical market is relatively new and at the
moment, Nortel is the leader. This success is the
outcome of a 1997 research initiative to identifY
new opportunities. This research initiative coincided with the hiring of a new CEO, who actively
sought a vision that would propel Nortel Networks into the 21st century. The result is Nortel's
pursuit of product applications for the internet,
with the same level of speed, reliability and quality
that Nortel had offered in its telephony products.
Although it was a huge risk, the pursuit of this
vision has paid of£ As of the first half of 2000, 8o
per cent of Nortel's revenue had come from new
products, primarily in the area of optics.
Nortel's main competitors are Cisco and Lucent.
Of the two, Cisco presents the more serious competitive challenge. Cisco was second to develop
optical product applications, and currently occupies an analyser position in the optics market.
However, it is catching-up quickly. Cisco has a
key competency of being able to acquire and integrate firms successfully and this affords it a considerable advantage in the marketplace. Hence,
buying products and expertise offers substantially
less disruption for Cisco than it would for other
(buying) organisations.
Lucent is Nortel's other main competitor. Currently, Lucent does not present itself as a major
competitor in the optical market. Although
Lucent had an optical division at the same time as
Nortel, it did not pursue the market aggressively.
This may have been because it did not envision
the importance of the internet, or it was not able
to implement its strategies. Hence, Lucent occupies a weak defender position and it is feverishly
trying to regain ground. Recently, Lucent has
issued profit warnings for three successive quarters
in the year 2000.
Marketing Practice
Previously, Nortel's target audiences were the distributors within the enterprise market and the
large telecoms within the carrier market. Communication with distributors and telecoms was
II
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largely conducted through direct channels, such as
tradeshows. Nortel relied on distributors and large
telecoms to conduct sales and marketing on its
behalf. This led to a situation where Nortel did
not know, nor communicate with, its end customers directly. Now Nortel is more active in providing total telecommunication solutions for customers either directly or in collaboration with
distributors. Nortel's current approach to market
is to develop its brand name and more actively
communicate with customers and analysts, and
not just distributors. Hence, Nortel is proactively
transmitting messages to a wider audience by
declaring and building its brand through publicity
in the popular press as well as advertising on billboards and television with its tag line, 'What do
you want the internet to be?'
In comparison to Cisco, Nortel has a weaker
brand franchise. Furthermore, Cisco has been very
successful in marketing the organisation as an ebusiness and communicating that message to customers. Overall, Cisco uses every possible avenue
to tell its brand story - interviews, conferences,
advertising, consulting with customers, etc. As a
consequence, customers perceive that Cisco is easy
to do business with. This is a skill that Nortel
aims to emulate.

Discussion
This article explores the role of diversity in marketing practice. While the normative literature
argues a standardised prescription for principles of
marketing practice, the authors suggest that diversity is the norm. Given that marketing practice
flows from strategic practice, and since strategic
practice is characterised by variety, then so too is
marketing practice. Furthermore, the authors seek
to consider whether there is a pattern in the diversity of marketing practice and whether changes in
this pattern are emerging over time.
As these objectives have not been addressed to
date in the marketing literature, case studies of
organisations were used for the exploratory
research. The results are initial findings from an
ongoing research programme and it should be
noted that conclusions remain tentative. However,
the case studies do not falsify the marketing
propositions outlined in Table r, and which
extend the logic of the Miles and Snow (1978)
configurations.
12

The findings suggest that there is archetypal order
in the diversity of marketing practice and that
configurations of marketing practice may change
through time. The senior executives interviewed
had no difficulty in identifying the strategic configuration that described their firm. Within each
industry there was supporting data to show that
marketing practice varied with strategic type.
Furthermore, the interview discussions revealed
that firms actively sought consistency among
strategy, structure, and process and that the executives were aware of how their firm's configuration
'fitted' with the wider market environment.
Moreover, if there was a 'poor fit' due to major
environmental shifts, as exemplified by Nortel
Networks, the firm moved from one strategic type
to another that was more suited to the new environment. Table 2 summarises the findings of the
case studies in the context of the Miles and Snow
typology and a discussion of the main points
elicited from the case studies follows.

Siebel Systems
Although Siebel generally follows the prospector
configuration, its organisational structure is a traditional, functional form. A shared managerial philosophy among its top executives, for clear decisions and their immediate implementation, allows
Siebel to respond rapidly to the market. Siebel's
marketing practices may appear to be conventional.
However, in comparison to other software firms
with which it directly competes (Vantive, Clarify,
SAP), Siebel may be considered innovative because
it is proactive in developing its marketing practices
to thoroughly support its technological competency, which is software product development. In
fact, building the corporate name and image is of
paramount importance to capturing new adapters
of new technical solutions for critical problems.
Siebel is a good example of a firm that has thrived
in a highly turbulent environment. An advantage
may lie in Siebel's strong leadership. Tom Siebel's
foresight has given the firm a clear direction: to be
the leader in web-based application software that
meets the sales, marketing and customer service
information system requirements for organisations
of all sizes. Its pursuit of this clear direction, as
well as its emphasis on decision making and rapid
implementation, has allowed the firm to maintain
its focus. Hence, communication among executives is lucid, responsibility for action is explicitly
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Summary Findings of Case Studies in the Context of Miles & Snow's Strategic Types

Table 2

Siebel Systems

Boston Scientific

Nortel Networks

Entrepreneurial
problem

Innovative web-based software
applications with very short product life cycles. Pressure to successively innovate

Minimally invasive medical devices
with spurts and plateaux in product life cycles. Simultaneously penetrate established markets (e .g.
stents} and scan for breakthrough
products in patient treatment

Was positioned as a supplier of
data and telephony network solutions and services; now is positioning itself as a supplier in telephony, data, wireless and wireline
solutions for the internet

Engineering
problem

Effective software creation process
to facilitate new product development applications

High quality manufacturing
process to ensure safety and application needs are met

Reducing manufacturing to the
high-end products and outsourcing
low-end product manufacturing

Administrative
problem

Flat, functional organisational
structure, with strong executive
management for swift decision
making and implementation

Functional, hierarchical organisational structure arranged along
franchises (e.g. cardiology, vascular} and geographic location

Organisational structure was flat
and functional, but is now moving
more towards a network form

Marketing
problem

Strong emphasis on building
corporate brand for locking-in
customer loyalty and trust

Emphasis on personal selling in
targeting key influencers for decision making (e.g . doctors}

Emphasis was on client management, but now is focused on corporate brand development

Strategic type

Prospector

Analyser

Analyser in transition to prospector

delegated, and the flat organisational structure
encourages swift implementation of decisions
through the appropriate function. Furthermore,
Siebel's efforts in branding and communicating
with firms' high-level decision makers, who are
heavily involved in strategy formulation for their
firm, has secured Seibel's first mover advantage.
The challenge for Siebel is to maintain its agility
so that it may at least preserve, and at best
improve, its favourable market position.
Boston Scientific
Boston Scientific, as an analyser, pursues similar
strategic paths as its main competitors, which are
also analysers. The challenge for all analysers is to
pursue innovation and efficiency simultaneously.
The short life cycles of medical products necessitate persistence in finding the next technologies,
products, and processes which will afford future
growth and profitability. In addition to scanning
for products that offer breakthroughs in patient
treatment, Boston Scientific must also manage the
added pressures of patent and Federal Drug
Administration (FDA) approval processes, which
encourage Boston Scientific to accelerate its speed
to market so as not to lose the potential for
exploiting profits from commercialised products.
Generally, within the medical device industry it is
difficult to capture the element of surprise
through product innovation - innovations arc:
well know before commercialisation - hence, it is

by being quicker and more efficient that firms
may gain advantage. Boston Scientific's need for
swift product development may in the future
require a leaner, more modular organisational
structure, particularly if new innovations require
substantially different manufacturing, distribution
and marketing practices. An opportunity for
Boston Scientific may lie in finding new marketing practices that not only differentiate Boston
Scientific from its competitors, but also add value
in communicating with relevant audiences (for
example, hospitals, doctors, nurses, etc.)
Nortel Networks
Miles and Snow's is a static framework, and does
not address transformations from one configuration archetype to another. It may be hypothesised
that some transformations happen more easily,
such as from prospector to analyser (Shortell et al.,
1996), whereas movement from a defender to
prospector position is more unlikely. Furthermore,
how many of the barriers associated with transformations may be related to marketing practices? For
example, among the challenges to Nortel's transition from analyser to prospector is development of
its brand and corporate image, which has required
an entirely different means of communication.
Previously, most communication occurred through
Nortel's distributors and telecom customers.
However, Nortel is now proactively communicating with a wider audience through print and tele13
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vrswn advertising to establish its brand. Nortel's
new positioning as an internet company also
requires a different strategic emphasis. For example, R&D and manufacturing, which were Nortel's
traditional competencies, may not necessarily be
among the key functions that it pursues in the
future. The trauma of its change in strategic direction is also reflected in Nortel's organisational
structure. Nortel is availing of a more adaptive,
network structure, and is outsourcing many functions that can be performed by other organisations
more efficiently and effectively.

categorise top management's decisions into three
broad areas of organisational problem solving:
entrepreneurial (product-market domain), engineering (transformation of resources into outputs)
and administrative (organisational structure). The
authors have added the marketing problem to this
decision framework. Naturally, each configuration
will have a particular approach to marketing practice consistent with its method for solving the
entrepreneurial, engineering, and administrative
problems - and the entrepreneurial problem is
already stated in predominantly marketing terms.

Conclusion

Although case studies are exploratory in nature, the
case data does deepen our understanding of the
research issue. First, a variety of successful
approaches to marketing are identified. A diversity
of practice is observed. There is demonstrably no 'one
best way'. Second, the nature of marketing practice
is seen to evolve over time. The type of marketing
carried out and how it is managed, organised and
delivered changes and reshapes itself as the firm eoevolves with its marketplace. Practice is learned,
emergent and dynamic. Third, there is evidence of
archetypal order in this diversity. The authors
explore how different strategic configurations
impact on and are driven by marketing, and
demonstrate marketing's engagement with and contribution to the resolution of the three generic
problems: the entrepreneurial, the engineering and
the administrative problems. The context of multiform marketing decision making can be understood. Marketing practice is diverse and contingent.

In this article, the authors have argued for a
greater recognition of diversity in marketing practice. Observation leads the authors to believe that
practice in marketing is richly diverse and multiform. Yet the conventional wisdom of marketing
predominantly recognises and prescribes uniformity in approach, which is troubling.
The paper addressed the issue of diversity in marketing practice across competitive space and time.
Diversity in competitive space arises when firms in
a single competitive arena employ a variety of
marketing practices to good effect. There is no
'one best fit'. Diversity in time results when firms
adopt new marketing practices, or novel mixes of
marketing practice, as they eo-evolve with their
environment.
The authors have tried to make sense of this diversity and to search for evidence of an archetypal
order. The work of Miles and Snow and their typology of strategic types provide a valuable point of
departure. Encouragement for this line of enquiry
has been provided by the work of a small number of
researchers who have applied the typologies of
Miles and Snow to issues of particular marketing
concern. These authors present evidence of considerable variety in marketing practice and attempt to
explain this diversity in a systematic manner.
The research involved three case studies of companies that operated in dynamic, technology-based
industries. Miles and Snow's strategic types of
defender-prospector-analyser provide a framework for analysing patterns of organisational
behaviour. Each type has a particular configuration
of technology, structure, and process consistent
with its unique market strategy. Miles and Snow
14

A more contingent view of marketing practice provokes speculation about the evolving nature of
marketing practice in environments characterised
by features associated with the 'new economy'.
New organisational forms have emerged at various
times in history and in response to a need for
greater entrepreneurial mmauve, more rapid
change, more efficiency and changing human
resource imperatives, as intellectual capital
becomes the most critical organisational asset.
New organisational forms may be seen as representing new answers to the 'administrative problem' faced by all organisations. They necessarily
bring with them new management and marketing
practice so that, while the archetypical configurations remain true, their particular adaptation to
the entrepreneurial, engineering and administrative problems of organisation evolves continuously.

Diversity and Marketing Practice
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Appendix 1

Strategic type

Summary Profile of Miles & Snow's Strategic Types:
Defender, Prospector and Analyser

Strategy-Structure Profile

Defender

In the case of the defender, top management deliberately seeks to create a stable environment for their chosen
product-market domain. Essentially, defenders aim to seal off a portion of the total market and work aggressively to prevent competitors from entering their product-market domain. This is often achieved by focusing on
only a few core technologies. Generally, defenders do relatively little environmental scanning for new opportunities. Thus, growth is typically achieved through market penetration and some product development. Defenders'
success emanates from efficiently targeting and serving a steady product-market domain. The defender strategy
is more easily achieved in stable industries where there is relatively little technological change. Hence, the automobile industry is a good example of an industry where defender-type strategies are more likely to succeed.
Although new car models are introduced each year, these new products typically offer minor, incremental
changes rather than major leaps in product innovation. The risk of pursuing a defender strategy is of becoming
ineffective in addressing major shifts in the market environment.

Prospector

In many respects, prospectors are the opposite of defenders. Prospectors typically choose environments that are
more dynamic, relative to other firms in the same industry. Unlike defenders, prospectors pursue a broad and
continuously developing product-market domain. As innovation is a central aim, prospectors must be persistently vigilant and expansive, while scanning the environment for new opportunities. Thus, growth is typically
achieved through product development and diversification. Prospectors are frequently instigators of industry
change. In fact, change is typically the manner in which prospectors may gain advantage over their competitors.
In essence, prospectors' success emanates from identifying and exploiting new product and market opportunities. The computer software industry exemplifies prospector-type behaviour, as many software firms seek to
identify the next 'killer' software application that will bring them to a dominant position within a given product-market sector. Risks associated with the prospector strategy are low profitability and over-extension of
resources in the continuous pursuit of innovation.

Analyser

Analysers hold the middle ground between defenders and prospectors. By combining the strengths of each,
analysers aim to simultaneously innovate while maintaining a stable base in traditional product-markets. Hence,
analysers seek a balance, which allows them to minimise risk and maximise profit simultaneously. Typically,
analysers improve on prospectors' innovations and only pursue innovations after other firms have tested their
viability. At the same time, analysers accrue most of their profit from a stable set of products and customers.
Given that the analysers endeavour to emulate the strengths of both defenders and prospectors, growth may
come from market penetration as well as product and market development. Hence, the pharmaceutical industry
may best exemplify the analysers' dual approach of stable and dynamic product sets. The stable products are
those which have succeeded in the process from R&D through to commercialisation. For several years after commercialisation, due to the protection of patents, these products allow the pharmaceutical firm to accumulate
higher profits. In addition, a portion of the profits from stable products is reinvested in R&D efforts for new pharmaceutical products and/ or applications - the dynamic product sets. The greatest risk in pursuing the analyser
strategy is that the balance sought, between stability and flexibility, is either lost or never sufficiently attained.
Furthermore, the dual system may preclude firms from becoming either fully efficient or effective.
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Approach of Miles & Snow's Strategic Types in Solving the
Entrepreneurial, Engineering, Administrative and Marketing Problems

Strategic
types

Entrepreneurial
Problem

Engineering
Problem

Administrative
Problem

Marketing
Problem
(Propositions}

Defender

To seal off a portion of
the total market to create
a stable set of products
and customers

To produce and distribute
goods or services as efficiently as possible

To maintain strict control
of the organisation in
order to ensure efficiency

To safeguard relations
with targeted market segment(s)

Costs &
benefits to
strategy type

Very difficult for competitors to dislodge firm from
its industry niche, but a
major market shift may
threaten survival

Technological efficiency
is central to performance,
but heavy investment in
technology requires that
these problems remain
familiar and predictable
for lengthy periods of
time

Administrative system is
ideally suited to maintain
stability and efficiency,
but not well suited to
locating and responding
to new products or
market opportunities

Marketing planning has
long-term, stable, perspective and may be
highly detailed.
Marketing practices tend
to be mechanistic in
nature, and maintain the
established brand image

Prospector

To locate and exploit new
product and market
opportunities

To avoid long-term cornmitment to a single technological process

To facilitate and eoordinate numerous and
diverse operations

To exploit first mover
advantage, establish trust
and credibility for launching successive innovations

Costs &
benefits to
strategy type

Product and market innovations protect firm from
a changing environment,
but the firm also runs the
risk of lower profitability
and over-extension of its
resources

Technological flexibility
permits a rapid response
to a changing domain,
but the firm cannot
develop maximum efficiency in its production
and distribution systems
due to multiple technologies

Administrative system is
ideally suited to maintain
flexibility and effectiveness, but may underutilise and mis-utilise
resources

Marketing practices and
planning are short-run in
nature, and not very
detailed . The exception is
in the area of corporate
branding which is vital in
communicating the brand
values and securing the
brand asset (i .e. customer
loyalty)

Analyser

To locate and exploit new
product and market
opportunities while simultaneously maintaining a
firm base of traditional
products and customers

To be efficient in stable

To differentiate the
organisation's structure
and processes to
accommodate both stable

To manage marketing
communication requirements for stable and

Low investment in R&D,

Dual technological core
is able to serve a hybrid

Costs &
benefits to
strategy type

Source: Adapted

4·1' & 5·1.

r8

combined with imitation
of demonstrably successful products, minimises
risk, but domain must be
optimally balanced at all
times between stability
and flexibility

portions of the domain
and flexible in changing
portions

and dynamic areas of
operation

stable-changing domain,
but the technology can
never be completely
effective or efficient

Administrative system is
ideally suited to balance
stability and flexibility,
but if this balance is lost,
it may be difficult to
restore equilibrium

dynamic product sets and
the associated audiences

Marketing practices that
reflect the duality of
nature for established
and pioneer products,
but this produces tensions
in how to strike the
appropriate balance in
marketing efforts

by the author from Raymond E. Miles and Charles C. Snow (1978), Organizational Strategy, Structure, and Process, McGraw·Hill, New York, Tables 3· 1'

THE USE OF REGIONAL IMAGERY IN
THE MARKETING OF QUALITY
PRODUCTS AND SERVICES
Maeve Henchion and Bridin Mclntyre
This paper firstly identifies why the use of regional imagery for quality
products and services is an important issue and outlines some examples in a
European context. lt then goes on to its primary focus, which is the results of
a survey of 397 Irish consumers on their perceptions and practices in
relation to regional quality products. A number of brief comparisons are
made with results from similar surveys in other European countries
including Finland, France, Greece, Scotland, Spain and Wales. Finally,
conclusions and recommendations are made, particularly for SMEs located
in lagging regions in Ireland but also for agencies which support such
enterprises.

Why Is This Issue Important?

n

d
~r

~5

The lagging regions of the EU have been a perennial problem for both national governments and
the central institutions of the EU. One possible
pathway for development of these lagging regions
is the production of quality products. Combining
the quality aspects of the product with marketing
strategies utilising regional imagery offers potential for sustainable competitive advantage for
SMEs located in the lagging regions.r
The potential value of regional imagery to market
quality products has been recognised by both the
EU and the OECD. In 1992, as part of its food
quality policy, the European Community created
certification systems for the development and protection of regional agro-food quality products.
These systems, Protected Designation of Origin
(PDO), Protected Geographical Indication (PGI)
and Traditional Speciality Guaranteed (TSG),
were created with two objectives: firstly, to favour
the diversification of agricultural production by
encouraging producers to sell products with
added value and secondly, to offer registered product names legal protection at a European level.
This certification system allows producers to use
labels such as Designation of Origin and Geographical Indication as a means to market quality
products. The promotion of these products can
provide an important benefit to rural communities, by supplementing incomes and maintaining
the rural population levels. The EU Committee of
the Regions has realised that regional imagery can

I

Lagging regions were designated as either Objective r or 5b
as defined by the European Commission.
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have a commercial value for rural economies that
have become isolated from mainstream activity
(CEC, 1996) while an OECD report (1995) refers
to specific landscapes, cultural traditions or historic monuments as creating territorial linkages
that can function as a niche marketing strategy.
Formalised links between products and their geographic origins have a long tradition in certain
countries, particularly France and Italy, and in
some sectors such as wine and cheese. These geographic indications include both the specific
appellations d'origine and the more general indications of geographical source (PDO and PGis)
(Moran, 1993). Advocates of these systems argue
that the unique qualities of certain products derive
from a combination of features of the natural environment and traditional practices of the people
living there. These combinations, it is claimed,
cannot be replicated elsewhere. On an economic
basis, advocates argue that as a type of intellectual
property, small local producers are able to use geographical indications to enhance their reputations
and to sell directly to final demand, thus competing more effectively against large corporations.

Appellations d'origine are more restrictive than
indications of source (PDO and PGI). Both have
as an essential component the definition of the
area from which they can be produced but, in
addition, various rules about the way the produce
in question is to be produced are defined under
the appellations d'origine system. For example, the
7,500 producers of Gruyere de Comte in FrancheComte have agreed to use only one breed of cow
(Pie Rouge), not to permit the use of silage for
feed and to use little or no refrigeration for storing
the milk at the farm. They do this in the hope of
capturing higher prices by restricting entry to
19
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their appellation and by maintaining control over
production. Whether the extra costs that they
incur will be balanced by the additional income is
difficult to assess (Perrier-Cornet, 1990, cited in
Moran, 1993).

An example of a product that has achieved PGI
designation is the 'ail rose de Lautrec' (Lautrec
pink garlic) which has been grown in kitchen gardens throughout the region of Lautrec in France
since the middle ages. In the mid 1990s, when
their traditional markets were threatened by large
scale importation of cheaper Chinese and Spanish
garlic, the 200-odd garlic growers of Lautrec and
18 neighbouring communes sought and received
from the European Commission PGI designation.
In return for PGI designation, producers of ail
rose de Laurrec are obliged to maintain the link
with the designated production region for at least
one stage of the production, processing or preparation. The production area of ail rose de Lautrec
is strictly limited to the canton of Lautrec and to
the neighbouring communes. Soil used to grow
the garlic must be of day-chalk type as this determines the size of the garlic, improves resistance to
splitting and promotes the pink colour of the
cloves. These garlic producers have developed
packaging highlighting the PGI designation to
ensure that consumers are made aware of the distinctive character of the product. Through this
promotional activity, producers are regaining the
market lost to cheaper products. (Food Division,
Department of Agriculture and Food, 1998).
Such formalised systems does not traditionally
exist in Ireland; however, geographic indications
are used in a loose sense by seeking to attach a
local identity to a product, for example several
farmhouse cheese makers use local place names as
brand names for their cheeses. (Since this study
was completed the EU has assigned two products
with PGI status.) Thus regional imagery is used
by Irish producers to some extent to confer marketing advantages bur not to gain higher prices by
restricting production. Consumer perceptions and
practices in relation to the use of such regional
imagery are the focus of this paper. The next section outlines the methodology used to collect the
necessary information.

Methodology
As part of this pan-European study, each country
(Ireland, Finland, France, Greece, Spain, Scotland
20
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and Wales) selected two study regions. Approximately 200 consumers were surveyed in each
region. The sample selection procedure for each
country differed slightly depending on local
demographic conditions. Researchers in both
Ireland and Finland chose to include large urban
centres close to the study region and their respective capital cities (Dublin and Helsinki) as part of
the sample. This was to gain insights into the perceptions of consumers in the urban market areas
where the main markets for quality products exist.
Interviewees were purposively sampled to achieve
a sample stratified by age, gender and occupation
as well as use or non-use of QPS. The interviews
were conducted either in the consumers' current
place of residence or in public places.
Data was collected during the summer of 1998,
using a questionnaire survey, which included both
closed and open-ended questions. The aim of the
survey was to explore consumers' perceptions,
wants and needs in relation to the purchase of
quality products.
In Ireland a total of 397 personal interviews were
conducted in consumers' current place of residence. The study regions selected were the Northwest (Leitrim, Roscommon and Sligo) and the
Southwest (Kerry and West Cork). Extensive
piloting of the questionnaire supported published
research, which found that the consumption of
quality products2 is highest in the middle and
upper socio-economic groups. Consequently, a
purposive sampling method was used to bias the
sample in favour of this group. All respondents
were over 18 years with almost two-thirds over 35
years of age. Only IO per cent were more than 65
years of age. A slightly higher proportion was
female (58 per cent) and more than two-thirds
were married. Slightly more than 50 per cent of
the respondents were in households with dependent children. The general level of education of
respondents was high, with more than half having
third level education. Data were analysed using
the statistical package SPSS.

2

The survey sought information relating to quality food and
drink, craft and tourism products. The results of this
survey refer to all three sectors unless specifically
mentioned.
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Table 1

Characteristics of Quality Products as Defined by Respondents

Quality indicators

Per cent

Attraction: generating attraction by tapping into the subliminal wants of consumers, designs,
texture, taste, freshness, price, consumer perception

60

Specification: ensuring specification of production method (e.g. air-cured meat, 'authentic' recipes)
or use of raw materials (e.g. water from a particular spring) or ownership of the enterprise

22

Certification: achieving certification by a professional organisation, government or other external
bodies, e.g. quality mark, organic symbol, self-regulation

11

Association: establishing association either geographically with a region or locality (e.g. Scottish beef) or
historically with a tradition or culture, e.g. using traditional methods or skills in the production of a
product (e.g. Irish yoghurt)

6

Other

Consumer Perceptions and Practices
This section outlines Irish consumer perceptions
of quality in general before examining consumer
practices in relation to regional quality products.
It then describes Irish consumer perceptions of
regional imagery in relation to quality products
and finally discusses Irish consumer perceptions of
the links between regional imagery and quality.
Comparisons with other European consumers will
be made where appropriate and where information is available. Discussion relates to Irish consumers unless specifically mentioned otherwise.
Consumer Perceptions of Quality
In keeping with literature (for example, Ilbery and
Kneafsey, 1998), this study found that consumer
perceptions of quality are highly subjective and
vary depending on the product and location in
question. Consumers use both objective attributes
and subjective attributes to define quality.
Objective attributes can be externally verified,
controlled and replicated while subjective attributes are some experiential phenomena which lie in
the eye of the beholder (Sylvander, 1993).
Respondents were asked in a series of open-ended
questions to indicate what they perceive to be the
characteristics that define quality products. Respondents generally identified between two and
four quality characteristics. Table r reports on the
characteristics used by consumers to define quality
products under four broad headings: attraction,
specification, certification and association. Taking
attraction and association as subjective attributes
and specification and certification as objective
attributes, it can be seen that one-third of consumers define quality products mainly in terms of
objective attributes. However, despite the complexity with which quality is defined, it is clear that
consumers primarily value the intrinsic properties
of quality products, e.g. taste, texture and design.

Irish consumers relied heavily on the use of brands
as a symbol of quality assurance. Brand names
were also found to be important indicators of
quality for consumers in Scotland, Wales, France
and Finland. When asked to give an example of a
quality food or drink product more than two out
of three Irish consumers gave examples of an international, national or regional branded product.
The self-employed were more brand conscious
than other socio-economic groups while the lower
socio-economic groups were least brand conscious.
More than ro per cent of consumers nominated a
speciality food product as an example of a quality
food product. Middle class females were more likely
than other social groups to nominate farmhouse
cheeses, hand-made chocolates, and black puddings
as examples of quality food products. More than 8o
per cent of respondents gave an example of an Irishmade craft product, Irish crystal being the most frequently nominated product. While males tended to
give examples of an Irish product with an international reputation, for example Waterford crystal or
Bailey's Cream Liqueur as examples of quality craft
products, females were more likely to identify local
pottery or knitwear produced by specific craftspersons as examples of quality products.
In general consumers from the other European
study regions identified tradition and know-how
as important quality attributes in relation to craft
products while the intrinsic characteristics of food
products, for example taste, texture, were of primary importance in determining quality of foods.
Irish consumers had a high level of awareness and
confidence in quality symbols. Almost nine out of
ten consumers were able to identify at least one
quality symbol. Among the most frequently mentioned quality symbols were Guaranteed Irish (26
per cent), Q mark (25 per cent), IS09000 (n per
21
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Consumer Attitudes towards Price and Quality

Price statement

% of respondents

I generally expect to pay extra for quality products

cent) and the Wool Mark (8 per cent). However,
when asked to explain what the specific quality
symbols actually meant, many consumers were
unable to do so, indicating that this high level of
confidence is not necessarily based on an understanding of the quality certification process.
Consumers replicated this high level of awareness
and confidence in quality symbols across the
European study regions along with a poor understanding of the quality certification process.
For Irish consumers, a product's provenance was
generally understood to mean the country of
origin rather than the region of origin. Similarly,
Finnish, Scottish and Welsh consumers interpreted 'place of origin' of a product as country of
origin while French and Spanish consumers associated 'place of origin' with a region within the
country. The tradition of producing wine in particular regions and the longer tradition of using
geographical indications for products in these
countries may explain this. Domestic origin was
particularly important in the case of food; this
may be the result of food safety concerns.
The ability to trace products back to their original
producer was seen as an important characteristic
of quality products for consumers. This was true
across all study regions with the exception of
Greece. Consumers generally associated high
prices with quality and generally expect to and are
prepared to pay premium prices for quality products (Table 2). Greek consumers placed a higher
emphasis on value for money when evaluating
quality than consumers from the other study
regtons.
Consumer Practices in Relation to Regional
Quality Products
Frequency of purchase of quality products varied
by product, with food being purchased more frequently than craft products for example. The
absence of preservatives in processing many speciality foods, with the resulting short shelf life, and
smaller portion sizes, may account for the higher
frequency of purchasing. In addition, many quality
craft products were purchased as gifts and for special occasions, resulting in irregular purchasing
behaviour. However, a small number of consumers
purchased speciality candles on a regular basis.
Frequency of purchase is also influenced by degree
of accessibility, with easily accessible products being
22

Agree strongly
Agree somewhat
Disagree somewhat
Disagree strongly

14
59
19

9

I think it is worth paying extra for quality products
Agree strongly
Agree somewhat
Disagree somewhat
Disagree strongly

purchased more frequently. Given the greater availability of regional quality products within production regions, consumers close to the areas of production were more likely to consume them.
Place of purchase also varied by product. Supermarkets accounted for 38 per cent of sales of quality food products and only two per cent of quality
craft products. Direct sales can be considered
important for food if the category 'market place
and fairs' is combined with 'direct from the producer' (Table 3). It should be noted that many Irish
consumers' definition of supermarkets includes not
only the large multiple outlets bur also outlets
belonging to retail groups which could be considered small shops in a wider European context.
Sales of crafts directly from the producer to the
consumer reflect the structure of the craft sector
in Ireland, where many craft workers have retail
outlets attached to their production area. Buying
directly from the producer allows the consumer to
see the product being made and also gives the
consumer an opportunity to buy slightly flawed
products at a cheaper price.
Specialist shops are important outlets for the sale of
quality products in most of the European regions
studied, with the exception of Finland, where direct
sale was the most important distribution channel.
Evidence from the Scottish and Welsh research suggests that older consumers are more willing to seek
out specialist outlets whereas younger respondents
prefer to purchase quality products m convenient
outlets such as supermarkets.
Consumers' most important source of information for quality products is through personal contacts. The importance of product recommendations from friends and family was common across
all study regions. Retailers were also seen as having

29
64
6
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Table 3

Place of Purchase for Quality Food and
Craft Products(% of respondents)

Place of Purchase
Directly from the producer
Small shops within the study region
Small shops in the urban area
Supermarket
Market place, fair

Food (n=341)

Crafts {n= 171)

13

40
9

8

3
38
39

8
2

41

a significant role to play in informing consumers
of regional products. Information received directly
from the producer was considered by consumers
to be important and reliable. The importance of
producers as a source of information on regional
products was highlighted in the Scottish, Welsh
and Finnish studies.
Less than 25 per cent of Irish consumers reported
difficulty in sourcing regional quality products.
Most complaints on sourcing products tended to
focus on food rather than craft products.
Continuity of supply and the limited number of
outlets where products are available were the main
areas of complaint by consumers. In many cases a
lack of continuity of supply is unavoidable due to
the seasonal nature of the product, particularly in
the case of food products. Similar findings were
reported in the other study regions.
One in five Irish consumers claimed that they did
not buy regional quality products. Indifference to
regional products was the main reason for not
purchasing such products. Other reasons for nonpurchase included unwillingness to pay premium
prices, family size, satisfaction with mainstream
products and limited distribution of these products and associated inconvenience in finding
them. Similar reasons were identified for nonpurchase in the other study regions. Reasons for
non-purchase of quality products did not appear
to be related to socio-economic factors. Explanations of why consumers reject regional quality
products should perhaps be sought in the values
and lifestyles of consumers. This highlights the
need to conduct further research into purchase
behaviour using motivational research techniques.
Consumer Perceptions of Regional Imagery in
Relation to Quality Products
In order to understand how consumers perceive
regional imagery in relation to quality products,
respondents were first asked to describe the image
of their own region.
Respondents in the Northwest (Sligo, Leitrim
and Roscommon) were surveyed on their percep-

tions of the imagery and local products pertaining
to their specific region. Similarly respondents in
the Southwest (West-Cork and Kerry) were surveyed on their perceptions of the imagery and
local products pertaining to their specific region.
As part of the survey was carried out in large
urban centres adjacent to the survey regions, an
external point of view to regional image was also
obtained.
Whilst the images were predominantly posltlve,
there were some negative aspects also. The positive
aspects were often expressed in terms of history,
cultural heritage, rurality, environment, authentic-:
ity, tradition and friendly people. Negative aspects
were also associated with rurality and included
inaccessibility, lack of resources and a sense of
'underdevelopment'. In each study area, respondents stated multiple images for the same area so
that three or more factors contribute to the construction of the regional image.
Region of origin was an important consideration
for two out of three Irish consumers when deciding to buy quality products. A similar number
claimed that they would be encouraged to buy a
product that refers to the region of origin on the
packaging. As discussed earlier, Irish consumers
understood region of origin as country of origin.
In the discussion of product provenance, consumers displayed a strong loyalty to Irish products
and in particular Irish beef and dairy products.
However, region of origin was less important to
consumers in determining their purchase of valueadded, processed food products, e.g. pizza, than
their purchase of commodity products of beef and
milk. In Ireland, it should be noted the valueadded processed food sector relies heavily on the
use of branding in the marketing strategies of
these. product categories. It would appear that in
the absence of a brand, consumers use provenance
as an indicator of quality. Age of respondent was
closely associated with consumer loyalty to Irish
products, with the under 25s placing less importance on region of origin than the over 65s when
making a purchasing decision.
Consumer Perceptions of Quality Products in
the Study Regions (Northwest and Southwest)
Consumers were asked if they were aware of quality products from the respective study regions
(Northwest and Southwest) and then asked to
23
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Table 4

Volume

Respondents were presented with a list of quality
products from the other European study regions.
Consumers had a high recall of products from
Scotland and Wales and from the study regions in
mainland Europe favoured by Irish tourists. Five
of the ten most commonly recognised quality
products originated in either Wales or Scotland.
Consumers participating in the survey from the
other European regions were similarly presented
with a list of products to estimate their level of
awareness of Irish regional products. The level of
awareness of Irish regional products varied among
respondents according to cultural and linguistic
links, geographic proximity and the extent to
which regions are established as tourist destinations. Therefore, it is not surprising that recognition of Irish products was highest in Scotland,
Wales and French study regions.
The concept of territorial designations is not well
developed in Ireland. Despite this, a reasonable
proportion of consumers expressed awareness of
the EU's role in promoting regional designations.
However, they were generally unable to give
examples or show any precise knowledge of the
measures taken by the EU.

Consumer Perceptions of Links between
Regional Imagery and Quality
Consumers perceive a link between region and
quality products. However, where there was a high
level of awareness of quality products from a
region, this was often reflective of the existence of
well-known producers in the region rather than a
direct association between the product and region.
Rural SMEs were generally perceived by consumers to produce quality products. Respondents
justified these perceptions by stating that they
24
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Reasons Why Region of Origin
Encourages Purchase (Ireland)

Reason

recall examples of these products. Not surprisingly, respondents resident in each of the study
regions had a higher level of recognition of local
products produced in the study regions than nonresidents. Regional differences were observed in
the types of products that respondents associated
with each region. Both regions were strongly associated with craft products. Respondents from the
Southwest associated their region with speciality
foods, in particular farmhouse cheeses and speciality meat products. In contrast, respondents in the
Northwest associated their region with organic
foods. This is not surprising, as the organic sector
is more developed in this region.

13

%of respondents

Support Irish products
Trace back to producer
Ensure Irish jobs
Region is associated with quality
Loyalty to local producers
Keep money in local area
Other
No difference between sources

believed that small producers use traditional,
small-scale, hand-made production processes, pay
attention to detail and, because producers are
unable to compete on price, they have a strong
focus on quality. However, a minority of consumers had reservations and pointed out that
quality varies. These consumers expressed concern
over the ability of small-scale producers to comply
with hygiene regulations due to their lack of
resources. Some respondents also highlighted
small-scale producers' inefficiencies with respect to
marketing (particularly packaging) and promotion. Finnish consumers also expressed reservations about the ability of small-scale producers to
comply with hygiene regulations due to a lack of
resources.
Consumers associated several products with a
region, offering potential for cross-sectoral linkages in promoting the region. An example of a
regional development agency promoting crosssectorallinkages is the West Cork LEADER Company, which promotes tourism and food together
under the Fuchsia symbol.
While links between region and quality products
exist, they are underdeveloped, as can be seen from
the low level of awareness and understanding of
selected territorial/regional labels that exist in each
of the study areas (Table 5). It should be noted that
many of these labels are relatively new: for example, the West Cork Fuchsia symbol was launched
in January 1998. It will take time and investment
for a higher level of awareness to be achieved. In
addition, many of these labels are very locally
bound, which is reflected in the fact that the level
of awareness in the region in which they originate
is higher than in the other study region. Evidence
of the underdevelopment of regional links can also
be seen from the fact that in many cases consumers
identifY with Ireland as a single region rather than
a number of sub-divisions. Almost one half of the
respondents for this survey considered region of
origin to mean Ireland as a country.
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Table 5

Awareness and Understanding of
Selected Territorial/Regional Labels

Label

Awareness of label

West Cork: a place apart
North Leitrim glens
Kerry country
West Cork fuchsia symbol
Una bh6n
Visual Leitrim
Brandon beatha

31

26
25

Understanding of label
15
11

17
10

6
3

2
2

3
0
0

There are a number of possible reasons for this
underdevelopment:
•

The various support agencies promote Ireland as
a whole rather than promoting specific regions.

•

Traditionally, consumers supported Irish products for economic rather than quality related
reasons.

•

Ireland does not have a regulatory agency linking origin and quality.

•

The idea of linking region to quality is a new
marketing concept in Ireland. At the time of
the study, there were no Irish products registered under the EU territorial designations systems (PDO, PGI or TSG). (There are currently two Irish products registered under these
systems.)

Conclusions and Recommendations
The aim of the survey was to provide consumer
perspectives on the issue of regional quality products. The survey sought to gain insights into the
expectations of consumers and the types of quality
products that fulfil these expectations. Consumers'
perceptions and images of the selected study
regions, the Southwest (West Cork and Kerry)
and the Northwest (Sligo, Leitrim and Roscommon) were explored as well as the effects of local
culture on consumer behaviour.
While the research has shown that consumers'
constructions of quality are very complex, it also
indicated that consumers are willing to pay a price
premium for quality products that conform to
their own quality standards. Official certification
plays an important role in helping consumers to
evaluate quality, although few consumers actually
understand what the certification process involves.
Consumers use both objective and subjective
attributes when defining quality products. Niche
producers can exploit subjective attributes of quality to differentiate their product by linking the
product with its region of origin. Emphasising

small-scale production methods and handcrafted
skills can also be advantageous. However, products
differentiated solely on the basis of these attributes, for example 'home-made preserves' are
viewed as near commodities and do not attain the
price premiums commanded by brands associated
with their producer. Furthermore, emphasising
regional links will only contribute to growth when
the products coming from the regions are of
intrinsically superior quality. Therefore, in the
marketing of regional quality products, region of
origin should be linked to a quality certification
programme. If this verification of quality were
undertaken by an independent agency, it would
be particularly valuable. Producer groups may
have a role in monitoring subjective dimensions of
food quality (Cawley et al., 1999). This would
allay niche producers' concerns about retaining
individuality and exclusivity.
Pricing strategies for quality products need to
reflect consumer expectations and their willingness
to pay a higher price for quality products. Low
prices could detract from the quality image of the
product. Thus price premiums should form part of
the positioning strategy of quality products.
Accessibility of quality products is critical to purchase. In many cases, a lack of continuity of
supply is unavoidable due to the seasonal nature
of the product; however, where possible producers
should take steps to minimise production discontinuities. Producer groups again could have a role
to play through co-ordinating supply on a more
continuous and regular basis than is possible for
an individual. The fact that consumption of quality products is highest in the study regions where
they are relatively easily accessible indicates scope
for wider distribution beyond the local area.
The importance of retailers as a source of purchase
as well as a reliable source of information for quality products emphasises the need for trade as well
as consumer marketing for quality products.
Retailers need to be actively 'cultivated' by producers and supported to encourage consumer
product sampling and trial.
The growing Irish economy creates an excellent
environment for the growth of quality products.
This demand is within the production regions as
well as the urban centres. Maintaining a regular
supply within a large number of retail outlets poses
a significant challenge for niche producers. How25
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ever, the introduction of centralised distribution by
some Irish retailers may reduce this problem by
enabling producers to make a single delivery with
onward distribution to a number of shops.

motion should be complementary to, rather than
in competition with, national level promotion.
Where quality marks are used, their meaning must
be clearly communicated to consumers.

Given that many Irish consumers identify with
Ireland as a single region rather than a number of
sub-divisions, it is debatable whether extensive territorial linkages should be developed at a sub-country
level. If such sub-divisions are developed, they need
to be relevant their target market and consumers
must be able to identify with them. Furthermore, if
a large number of such sub-divisions are created,
care must be taken to avoid unnecessary competition, duplication of effort and inefficient utilisation
of resources due to lack of scale.

Given the potential to link quality products with a
region, producers from within that region, however it is defined, need to ensure that they do
everything they can to preserve and enhance that
image. They also need to be aware how others can
contribute to that image and where possible influence them to develop that image in a positive
manner. For example, they could seek financial
support from larger scale producers from within
the region on the basis that they (the niche producers) are developing a positive image that could
also benefit the larger processors. Further, considering that the development of effective images
involves costs that are frequently beyond the
means of small area based development groups or
individual entrepreneurs, collaboration between
groups of producers should be encouraged by
small food business support agencies.

Territorial linkages may be appropriate for regions
with already strongly developed, and somewhat
unique, images, for example West Cork, Connemara. These may be useful for the promotion of
quality products in the export market as well as the
domestic market. However, such sub-national pro-
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THE IMPORTANCE OF A
DISTRIBUTION STRATEGY WITHIN
THE FARMHOUSE CHEESE INDUSTRY
Susan Gallagher, John Maher and Marie O'Dwyer
This article reviews literature regarding the important influences on the
success of SMEs in pursuing export strategies. Particular emphasis is placed
on distribution, which is seen by many writers and practitioners as salient in
this strategy. A case study was completed using a farmhouse cheese
producer as the case subject and key participants in the distribution chain
were also sampled. A suggested strategy was devised which seeks to
overcome deficiencies in the existing channels of distribution, as perceived
by cheese producers.

Introduction
The purpose of this article is to explore the distribution efforts of the Irish farmhouse cheese (IFC)
sector in an export context, and to determine the
difficulties that are faced due to the absence of a
defined distribution policy. Consequently, the
authors propose an alternative channel structure
and strategy that may improve the efficiency of
the IFC industry.
At the time of the research, there were 35 farmhouse cheese producers in Ireland. These can be
described as family-run micro businesses with
fewer than nine employees. A cheese is deemed
'farmhouse' when the milk is produced and the
cheese is manufactured on the farm of the producer. Farmhouse cheese is typically produced
from vegetarian rennet and is non-pasteurised.
The major portion of farmhouse cheese is sold in
delicatessens but some cheeses have managed to
break into the multiple sector. Cais, the IFC association formed in 1983, is a marketing co-operative
whose role is to assist existing producers in developing home and export markets. It also helps to
promote and improve the marketing of the Irish
farmhouse cheese sector.

Distribution Policy
Marketing theorists such as Madsen (1988), Luck
et al. (1995), Carson et al. (1995), Yeoh and Jeong
(1995) and Katsikeas et al. (1995) have each
researched export performance of SMEs and
found a positive correlation between export performance and a predefined distribution policy.
However, distribution in the case of SMEs can be
the most constricting factor with regard to export
performance (European Commission, 1997). In
© Mercury Publications

order fo r SMEs to improve their overall competitiveness, they need to reinvent their approach. to
the management of the customer-marketing channel (Yeoh and Jeong, 1995).
Luck et al. (1995) proposed that the channel
design process should aid in the attainment of a
distribution policy.. The channel design process
suggests that an organisation examines all the
influences in its environment, i.e. the influence of
products, competitors, government policy, etc.,
before deciding on the customer marketing channel structure that best fits the organisation's
market situation.
Yeoh's and Jeong (1995) research followed a similar
philosophy to the channel design process. The
authors concluded that export performance is
influenced by a firm's strategic orientation, its
environment and its export channel structure. A
company's strategic orientation can be either
entrepreneurial or conservative and its environment can be either hostile or benign. A firm's
export channel structure is dependent on the
firm's strategic orientation matched with the environment in which it operates. For example, if a
firm is entrepreneurial in a hostile environment,
then its export structure needs to be flat and flexible, otherwise there is what Yeoh and Jeong call a
'mismatch' . If the firm's strategic orientation is
conservative in a benign environment, then its
export channel structure needs to be more traditional, otherwise, once again, a mismatch exists.
Not only must an organisation attain an understanding of the channel design process, its strategic orientation and the environment in which it
exists, but it must use these tools to deliver value
27
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to its consumers. Value chain analysis equips a
company with the ability to define linkages
berween different channel members and identifY
activities in the channel that will add value to the
consumer (Garvey and Torres, 1993). Garvey and
Torres demonstrate how the value chain analysis
divides an industry into its strategic components,
thus allowing for better understanding of the
interrelationship of key activities within an organisation and its environment. The producer can
identifY gaps where, in the eyes of the consumer,
value can be added, thus creating long-term sustainability. Taylor (1988) tells us that this is true
regardless of size, thus the principle of the value
chain can be applied to SMEs.

tif)r key areas where it can add value to its products. It can then charge the consumer a higher
price. For this model to be successful, the firm
must ensure that it communicates adequately to
its target consumers where and how it has added
value to the products. Consumers will only pay
more for a product if the added value is transparent. It can be added at any stage and acts as a justification to make a quality claim and charge consumers premium prices for a product. Examples of
activities that may add value to the cheese industry are as follows:

•

Breeder: Quality of animals, prevention of disease.

Adding value allows the customer to identifY an
attribute that is distinctive and beneficial to it
(Holroyd, 1995). The faster growing high value
segments are the yoghurt and speciality cheese
segments. This is because these products are
viewed as innovative products offering several
product forms, such as spreadable cheese, cheese
preserved in oil, herbal cheeses, vegetarian cheeses
and so on (European Commission, 1997). The
purpose of adding value to a product is to generate a repeat purchase by the consumer. The average consumer responds quickly to changes in
quality and improvements in availability (Holroyd, 1995).

•

Farmer: Proper care and treatment of animals.
Cheese produced in a hygienic environment.
Correct packaging of the product. Consistent
quality.

•

Wholesaler: Storage of the product at correct
temperatures. Delivery of the cheese in good .
condition at regular intervals.

•

Retailer: Deliver the product to the final consumer in good condition by storing at the correct temperature, point of sale merchandising,
supply of information.

Figure r, the food chain model developed ongrnally by Holroyd (1995), enables the firm to iden28

Research into SMEs and export performance
found that SMEs which define their exporting
strategy, gather and disseminate market intelli-
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gence, improve their planning and control function, understand the concept of value and are
innovative and flexible, have a higher probability
of success in exporting (Katsikeas et al., 1995). To
begin formulating a distribution strategy one must
examine the customer marketing channel structure (Kotler et al., 1996; Scarborough and
Zimmerer, 1996; Luck et al., 1995; Peter and
Donnelly, 1998). The purpose of the marketing
channel is to get the right product, in the right
quanuues to the respective target markets
(Rosenbloom, 1999).
Marketing channel structures can be divided into
two categories - traditional and vertical (Kotler et
al., 1996; Hiam and Schewe, 1992). Currently, the
IFC channel structure can be described as traditional. This channel contains three or four intermediaries. The product flows from the manufacturer, through to an agent distributor or a
wholesaler and then to the retailers and finally on
to the consumer. The more complex the customer-marketing channel is, the less control the
manufacturer has over the distribution and thus
its marketing functions (Peter and Donnelly, 1998;
Rosenbloom, 1999). Within the traditional structures each channel member is a separate entity;
however, this marketing channel structure is
changing and the functions of the manufacturer,
wholesaler and retailers are being merged together
into vertical marketing channels. This system is
based on the ability to create a synergy and lock
the manufacturer, wholesaler or retailer together
into a long-term relationship. This is achieved by
either purchasing an intermediary vertically
within the distribution channel, or developing
mutually beneficial contracts horizontally across
the channel (Peter and Donnelly, 1998; Rosenbloom, 1999).
Each member within the respective channel structures has a role. The role of the channel members
needs to be clearly defined in order to avoid channel conflict. Conflict in the channel, if managed
correctly, can be a positive influence within the
channel as it can often initiate a process of
improvement, change and communication, thus
improving overall efficiency and value. However,
if conflict is allowed to continue over a prolonged
period of time, without any effort to resolve
issues, it can become very dangerous, resulting in
aggressive behaviour and a breakdown in commu-

nications. This may ultimately lead to consumer
dissatisfaction (Steinhoff and Burgess, 1993;
Brown and Day, 1981; Lusch and Brown, 1982).
Conflict can occur more readily in the traditional
marketing channels as wholesalers and retailers
strive towards their own short-term goals, thus
cannibalising the efforts of the marketing channel.
It is the role of the channel leader to keep harmony between members of the channel (Cole,
1996; Murray and O'Driscoll, 1993; Steinhoff and
Burgess, 1993).
The distribution channel should not be viewed
only as an economic system but also as an integrated social system. Human relationships, roles,
and perceived or actual power are significant
influences on the channel efficiency. Good channel management depends on the ability of the
marketer to define channel strategy, develop a distribution policy, manage the logistics system and
develop interdependent mutually beneficial relationships.

Methodology
This paper is based on a comprehensive examination of the farmhouse cheese industry. The
methodology chosen for the research is the case
study approach because the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within a real life context.
The case subject was targeted for two specific reasons - geographic location and the product in
question. The industrial partner is situated within
the Southeast region. The product is a premium
cheese made from unpasteurised sheep's milk, an
alternative to cow's milk products.
Within the case study approach, various methods
of collecting evidence are used to address the
research questions. By obtaining supporting evidence from several sources, one can add credibility
to the work and thus increase the validity of the
evidence. This is referred to as triangulation. In
this instance a consumer study, structured observation, in-depth interviews and telephone interviews were used to collect evidence relating to the
Irish farmhouse cheese market. This included 75
consumer questionnaires and 200 observation
questionnaires. Furthermore the researcher conducted 21 in-depth interviews including nine
retailers, three cheese makers, seven distributors
and two industry observers (i.e. chairperson of
29
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Distribution Chain of Irish Farmhouse Cheese (IFC) in the Republic of Ireland Market
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Cais and a representative from the National Food
Centre) .
The consumer questionnaire was encoded and
analysed using a number of statistical techniques.
Access 97 was used to analyse the information
gathered using the observation questionnaire. For
the in-depth and telephone interviews, the
researcher used a combination of the guidelines of
four publications on qualitative data analysis: Miles
(1991); Miles and Huberman (1994); Strauss and
Corbin (1990) and Easterby-Smith et al. (1991).
Control mechanisms were built into the research
process. A detailed research plan drafted at the
outset of the programme clearly listed the
researcher's objectives and also proposed methods
to achieve the objectives. As each phase of the
research was completed, an interim report was
produced. Comparison between the output
(interim report) and the input (research plan)
ensured that the original goals of the research were
achieved. The output was also examined by the
industrial partner, giving the researcher valuable
feedback on the progress being made.
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(There are currently 35 farmhouse cheese makers in Ireland)

Customer Marketing Channels of IFC
In light of the importance of a defined distribution policy, the authors' objectives were to examine the distribution policies of the IFC industry,
identifY weaknesses within current channels and
develop an alternative structure if needed. The
researcher examined IFC distribution channels
from three perspectives - the Irish market, the
Northern Irish market and the British mainland
market.
It was necessary to examine the domestic market
first as it was found that many of the issues which
occurred during export derived from weaknesses
in the domestic marketing channels.
As one can see from Figure 2 , IFC marketing
channels are very complicated. IFC is supplied to
customers using a multi-channel strategy - that is
a combination of the traditional customer market
channels. This results in the cheese producers
having very little control of the cheese once it has
left their premises. The main three distributors in
the Irish market are distributor A, which controls
up to 8o per cent of the retail market, distributor

The Importance of a Distribution Strategy within the Farmhouse Cheese Industry

Figure 3

Distribution Chain of Irish Farmhouse Cheese (IFC) to the
Northern Ireland and British Markets
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• Cheese maker
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B, which supplies the remainder of that segment,
and distributor C, which concentrates mainly on
the catering market though it is slightly involved
in the retail market.

offers a wide variety of quality Irish farmhouse
cheese. UK distributors and retailers have cornmended distributor A on the service it offers their
businesses.

The channel leaders are distributor A and the
supermarket multiples. Conflict within the channel is leading to numerous problems. Conflict
arises between the cheese makers and the main
distributor, distributor A. The principal factors
causing the conflict include: (i) increasing the
retail price of the cheese without the consent of
cheese makers; (ii) discouraging communication
between the cheese makers and the retailers, thus
the cheese makers are not receiving adequate feedback from the retailers; (iii) branding primary
producers' cheeses with the distributor's own
name. Although there is a high level of dissatisfaction, the cheese makers are distancing themselves
from the distributor by giving it full responsibility
for the price of the product. They feel that this
issue is the wholesaler's responsibility.

The relationship between the multiple and the
Irish farmhouse cheese producers is more positive
than the relationship between the distributors and
producers. The multiple influence has caused the
cheese makers to employ continuous quality improvement policies, thus making the cheeses internationally competitive. This philosophy is positively
promoted by Cais. Furthermore, Cais also has an
independent laboratory assessing and auditing all
the cheese plants at the moment, with a view to
eventually developing a quality mark within the
industry.

However, distributor A is a successful wholesaler,
which has a positive relationship with retailers. It

The difficulties that are apparent in the Irish distribution system are also present in the Northern
Irish and British markets, illustrated in Figure 3There is a spillover effect from the Irish distribution system, as the same Irish distributors are
involved in both channels. The intensity of the
difficulties has increased as the channel breadth
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has broadened. For example, in the case of Northern Ireland, Irish cheese is now distributed from
the Republic of Ireland to Britain and back to
Northern Ireland. Ironically, it is easier for an IFC
producer to export to Britain than to Northern
Ireland. However, in British market, Irish farmhouse cheese has to pass through at least three or
four wholesalers, each having ro-15 per cent mark
up, before the product reaches the final consumer.
Consequently, in both export markets, IFC producers have less control over the channels and
their influence is completely diluted.
Nevertheless, Irish cheese makers are trying to
centralise the distribution of cheese to the British
market. Cheese is sent to a warehouse in Cahir,
Co. Tipperary and from there is distributed by a
set date. Some difficulties are encountered with
the logistics associated with this facility.
Investment by IFC producers should improve the
effectiveness of the facility.
Conflict within the channel 1s still evident
between Irish distributors and British distributors.
British distributors are having difficulties with
transportation and availability of Irish farmhouse
cheese and find the distribution of Irish farmhouse cheese confusing and frustrating . However,
within the export markets, the influence distributor A has in the Irish market is diluted by the
introduction of the British and Northern Irish distributors, resulting in no distinct channel leader
between the wholesalers.
The multiples in the Northern Irish market which
supply Irish farmhouse cheese are UK-owned
companies, such as Tesco and Marks & Spencer.
They are also present in the home market. Thus
the influences of the multiples in the Northern
Irish market are the same as in the home market.
Due to the breadth and complexity of the
Northern Irish and British distribution system,
many deficiencies occur. The breadth of the marketing channel has increased thus causing
increased handling, which directly affects the
quality of the cheese. In turn, lead-time for the
cheeses is increased and the shelf life of the product is decreased. Furthermore, increased complexity diminishes the cheese producer's influence
within their marketing channel, resulting in minimal feedback and input. Hence, as the cheese
32
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passes through each distributor its cost increases,
reducing profits for the producer.

Alternative Export Model for the IFC
Industry
In order to resolve the difficulties seen in the
examination of IFC customer marketing channels,
it is suggested that the distribution channel be
redesigned starting with the Irish market. There is
an opportunity for IFC producers, through Cais,
to further develop the central distribution store
currently established in Cahir.
From this central location, cheese could be distributed to the three main Irish distributors, and direct
to the supermarket multiples within the Irish market. As a group, the cheese producers would become one of the main influences in their customer
marketing channel. In doing so, they could reduce
conflict that currently exists in the channel by:
•

Becoming more involved in the negotiation of
the price of cheese. Wholesalers would find it
more difficult to increase their margins, and
thus the price of cheese to consumers, without
the consent of the cheese makers.

•

Becoming involved in negotiation with other
members in the channel with regard to other
marketing aspects of the product, for example
branding of the product.

•

Improving communication between the cheese
makers and other members in the channel.
Information about the availability of Irish
farmhouse cheese could be found at one location as opposed to 30 locations.

• Allowing direct communication with retailers,
enabling IFC producers to increase retailers'
knowledge of Irish farmhouse cheese.
•

Directly distributing cheeses to the multiples,
reducing lead-times and handling of the product, thus leading to increased product quality.

•

Freeing up producers' time to concentrate on
the other aspects of the marketing mix such as
promotions to increase awareness of the product.

This model could be expanded into the export
market. Figure 4 illustrates the plan view of the
alternative distribution for the export market.
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Figure 4

•

Recommended Distribution Chain of Irish Farmhouse Cheese (IFC) to the
Northern Ireland and British Markets
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By centralisation of the distribution systems, Irish cheese makers will be in a more powerful position to supply the UK
directly.

Through the central location, IFC producers
could sell directly to the Northern Irish and UK
distributors and multiples, thus eliminating the
Irish distributors, and ultimately increasing efficiency and profitability.
If one compares Figure 4, the recommended plan
view of the export strategy, to Figure 3, it is apparent that the distribution channel has become less
complex and is flatter. Shorter response times to
meeting the needs of the British and Northern
Irish distributors and multiples could allow farmhouse cheese producers to be proactive in their
overall marketing strategy.
The ultimate goal is to accomplish a horizontal
marketing strategy (a slight variation of a vertical
marketing system). Gunasekaran et al.'s (1996)
research showed that the majority of SMEs prefer
horizontal co-operatives, as each member faces
similar issues, and the co-operatives are more flexible and less likely to take over the business.
Through greater co-operation and sharing of
resources such as a central depot, logistic costs

could be reduced and greater profits for the whole
industry can be achieved (Rosenfield, 1996;
Neilsen, 1988). IFC makers exist in an innovative
competitive environment, thus a shorter flexible
distribution system is needed in order to become
proactive players within the cheese industry.
IFC producers must commit to the strategy by
allocating adequate resources, hence building trust
and confidence in the co-operation. This is the
backbone to successful co-operation. For this
strategy to be successful and cost savings to be
achieved, there must be a shorter channel breadth.
If the structure lengthens the channel breadth,
overall costs will increase. Furthermore, IFC producers must ready themselves for the reaction of
distributor A, which has a high probability of
being negative. A contingency plan must be put in
place if distributor A decides to place pressure on
the producers or withdraw all services. The ultimate goal of the channel is for the producers to
re-establish good relationships with their retailers
and consumers, ultimately adding value to the
chain by improving channel efficiency, both social
and economic.
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Conclusions
The problems that are apparent in the Irish distribution system spill over to the Northern Irish
market because the same method of distribution is
employed. Farmhouse cheese is still supplied to
customers using a multichannel strategy employing a combination of the traditional customer
market channels. The only difference is that the
breadth of the channel has increased significantly
and thus has increased the handling of the cheese.
This affects the quality of the cheese, increases
lead times within the channel and reduces value.
Overall, it is evident that the farmhouse cheese
makers have no distinct distribution policy and
the relationships in the respective customer marketing channels have evolved haphazardly.
Farmhouse cheese makers have left the responsibility of distribution firmly in the hands of the
other members within the distribution channel.
The cheese makers are displeased with the current
distribution channel efforts and are unclear as to
how they can help to resolve conflict within the
channel.
Irish farmhouse cheese makers, through Cais,
need to take more responsibility for their distribution channel. A horizontal marketing system coordinated by Cais would offer the cheese producers more control within the distribution channel.
The development and implementation of a distribution strategy for approaching the home and
export markets should increase the probability of
success when exporting.
It is recommended that Cais consider further
developing the central distribution system used at
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present in Cahir, Co. Tipperary. This location
could be used as a platform to export into the UK
market, excluding the Irish distributors, thus
shortening the distribution channel. The key
factor for success is the development of a horizontal marketing system in a long-term co-operative
fashion, where development costs and responsibilities are shared between cheese producers.
A limitation of the research is that the authors
examined the customer marketing channels from a
strategic stance. Consequently, further research is
necessary to determine the exact cost and time
saving that could be achieved through the implementation of the above strategy and to accurately
ascertain the probability of success. For instance, a
cost benefit analysis will be required, as an investment will be needed to develop the Cahir facilities.
Furthermore, it is suggested that the industry investigate the usefulness of the internet as a distribution
tool. Research has shown that this tool has broken
the distance barrier for many small organisations.
Lastly, the managerial skills of the producers must
be examined. Murphy (1996) states that the prime
barrier to business development is due to management being inward looking, i.e. task, product and
sales oriented. The research showed that IFC producers are product oriented but they understood
that they needed to move towards becoming
market oriented. The major benefit of the co-operative Cais is the opportunity to combine the management skills and experience of all the cheese producers in Ireland. This, combined with a shift in
perspective and attitude, will provide the corner
stone to implementing the recommended distribution strategy.
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BRAND ALLIANCES: FROM REPUTATION
ENDORSEMENT TO COLLABORATION
ON CORE COMPETENCIES
Sinead Cooke and Paul Ryan
Brand alliances are a particular type of strategic alliance which have been
growing rapidly in popularity in recent years. However, much debate exists
as to the nature and definition of a brand alliance. This article reviews the
literature on brand alliances and proposes that this type of strategic alliance
involves the linking or integration of the attributes of two or more brands to
offer a new or perceptually improved product to the consumer.
We discuss the nature of brand alliances as a form of symbiotic marketing
and examine the rationale behind this business strategy. We propose that
brand alliances tend to range between two primary forms based on two
different strategic objectives: reputation endorsement and collaboration on
core competencies. lt is suggested that these extreme forms of brand
alliances constitute a continuum rather than discrete alternatives.

In recent years, there has been significant growth
in strategic alliances and reliance on various forms
of collaborative partnerships. A particular type of
strategic alliance which has experienced rapid
growth in the past decade is the brand alliance,
also referred to as eo-branding. Defined in this
paper as a form of strategic alliance which involves
the linking or integration of the attributes of two
or more brands to offer a new or perceptually
improved product to customers, a strategy of allying brands within the framework of a common
project is increasingly being used by firms.
In this article, we discuss the nature of brand
alliances as a form of symbiotic marketing and
examine the rationale behind this business strategy. We then review the various forms of brand
alliances that we observe in practice. Previous
authors have suggested that brand alliances may
involve physical product integration or may
simply involve the promotion of complementary
use (Rao et al., 1999). In this paper, we propose
that forms of brand alliances tend to be shaped by
one of two primary strategic objectives: reputation
endorsement or collaboration on core competencies.
We argue that rather than being discrete alternatives, brand alliances exhibit varying degrees of
both objectives and thus constitute a continuum.

What Is a Brand Alliance?
A review of the literature on brand alliances produces a variety of definitions for this collaborative
effort which reflects the large range of uses to
which the technique has been put in the field.

These definitions range from being concerned
with the idea of several brands coming together to
an emphasis on the nature of the alliance and the
brand attributes involved in the agreement. Those
that have focused principally on the brand have
described brand alliances as the combination of
existing brand names to create a composite brand
name for a new product (Park et al., 1996). For
example, Kotler et al. (1999) define eo-branding as
the practice of using the established brand names
of two different companies on the same product.
Berkowitz (1994) also describes this strategy as the
pairing of two brand names on a single product.
Those that have focused on the nature of the
alliance take a broader perspective and focus more
on the collaboration involved in the alliance. For
example, Kapferer (1999) defines eo-branding as
the pairing of the respective brand names of two
different companies in a collaborative marketing
effort. Others define the collaborative effort from
the viewpoint of certain operational areas of marketing, for example denoting brand alliances as
merely advertising or promotional agreements
(Collomp, 1995). Others view the link between
brands as running deeper than the publicity or
promotional level to incorporate a joint venture of
production or commercialisation between competing firms (Saunier, 1996; Visser, 1998). This
view is compatible with the concept of ingredient
branding where the purpose of the link that is
established between two brands involves both
image transfer and the integration of a new physical attribute into the existing brand (Waters,
1997). At their core all eo-branding alliances share
© Mercury Publications
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Collaboration on Core Competencies

the same strategic principle; they involve the
putting together of the identities and brand equity
of the brands involved (Aaker, 1991; Upshaw,
1995). Levy (1995) best captures this with his view
that the goal is to convince the customer that a
double signature on the product represents
increased value.
In this paper, we propose that a brand alliance is
more than a simple combination or joint display
of brand names on a particular product or in a
particular type of marketing activity, such as a eopromotional agreement. We view a brand alliance
as a particular type of strategic alliance which is
carefully conceived and built around the linking
or integration of the symbolic or functional attributes of the brands of two or more different companies with the objective of offering a new or perceptually improved product to the customer. A
brand alliance will have as its primary objective
the leveraging of the brand associations of the
brands involved in the alliance, thereby enhancing
each brand's image and reputation.

Why Marry Your Brand?
Interfirm branding agreements are commended in
the literature for their ability to create new markets
and products, to provide market entry opportunities and to expand the product range of both partners (Hagedoorn, 1993). The overriding strategic
intent behind a brand alliance is to combine a
firm's unique brand identity and brand equity with
that of its partners to create a new or stronger
competitive position in the marketplace. If properly conceived and executed, such a strategy may
afford both partners access to hitherto untapped
markets and enhanced custom through leveraging
the strength of both brands. From a brand equity
perspective, the rationale behind a brand alliance is
that since brands are valuable assets, they may be
combined with other brand names to form a synergistic alliance in which the sum is greater than
the parts (Rao and Ruekert, 1994). A critical aim
of many brand alliances is to provide a profitable
quality boost for the brands involved, real or perceived (Waters, 1997). This is of particular value
when the objective of the brand alliance is to
introduce a new product where the quality of the
product is unknown. A quality boost will also
result from the image reinforcement that results
from a brand alliance which is formed primarily to
create reputation endorsement.

Brand Alliances: A Form of Symbiotic
Marketing
Adler (1966) first proposed the term 'symbiotic
marketing' almost 35 years ago to refer to co-operation between companies other than those linked by
the traditional marketer-marketing intermediary
relationship. He defines symbiotic marketing as 'an
alliance of resources or programs between two or
more independent organizations to increase the
market potential of each' (p. 6o). In Adler's view,
the nature and scope of symbiotic relationships
between firms can differ along a number of different dimensions, such as the level and focus of the
symbiotic marketing relationship. However, the
essence of the arrangement is that akin to symbiosis
in biological terms, a symbiotic marketing relationship must involve collaboration on complementary
marketing competencies that leads to mutual benefit. Synergy and mutual enhancement are thus key
concepts here. A brand alliance which involves relationships between firms whose brands are in some
form complementary in the marketplace embodies
the essence of symbiotic marketing. The purpose of
this type of marketing alliance is to amplifY and
build user awareness of the benefits derived from
these complementary attributes.

An understanding of the meaning of the brand,
and its value to the firm in terms of both financial
and customer based brand equity, is necessary to
understand the symbiotic nature of this type of
alliance and, importantly, the stakes and rewards
involved. Branding strategies play an increasingly
important role in marketing, while the brand itself
has become a tool of strategic importance. The
branding of a product through the use of a 'name,
term, symbol, design or a combination of these is
for firms a means of differentiating a product from
those of competitors and of communicating to
customers the benefits they may expect to derive
from using the product' (Koder, 1988, p. 463).
From the viewpoint of the consumer, brands pro- vide convenience and clarity in decision making by
providing a guarantee of performance and communicating a set of expectations, thereby offering
certainty and facilitating the buying process
(Murray and O'Driscoll, 1999; Visser, 1998). Much
deeper than this, on the emotional side, the function of a brand is to evoke a set of associations and
furthermore symbolise the consumer's persona
through brand imagery. This is because 'much
more than a graphic, a brand conveys messages
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about quality, price, dependability and many other
attributes' (Visser, 1998, p. 6o). In summary, a
brand can be described as a 'trademark that communicates a promise' (Phillips, 1998, p. 43) . This
promise involves a set of symbolic and functional
attributes that the marketplace associates with the
brand. Symbolic attributes are those that fulfil
internally generated needs for self-enhancement,
role position, group membership or ego identification (Park et al., 1986) whereas functional brand
attributes solve an externally generated consumption related problem (Fennel!, 1978).
The value of a brand lies in its ability to build
relationships with consumers. As a result, brand
names have become valuable monetary assets that
can be traded. This realisation that brands were
valuable assets led to the development of the concept of brand equity which was first used widely
by US advertising practitioners in the early 1980s
(Barwise, 1993). While there are different schools
of thought on the precise definition of brand
equity, 'in large it meant the brand's long-term
customer franchise, and the financial value of that
franchise' (Barwise, 1993, p. 94). Brand alliances
involve the putting together of the brand equity
(Aaker, 1991) of the brands involved. Since the
value of a brand lies in its ability to build relationships with a group of customers, it is apparent
that there are high rewards or possible punishments involved in the formation of a strategic
alliance at whose core lies the brand.
The traditional branding model that has been
adopted has been the 'one of a kind brand, a
brand linked to a single function and/or a single
application' (Visser, 1998, p. 6o). However, the
increasing use of eo-branding or brand alliances as
a branding strategy calls into question the ability
of a brand to communicate a clear message when
associated with another brand in an alliance. In a
brand alliance, when two or more brands are
allied within the framework of a common project,
the resulting product will encompass two or more
sets of symbolic and functional attributes. Based
on previous studies of brand extensions and their
implications for eo-branding arrangements (Aaker
and Keller, 1990; Tauber, 1988), we surmise that
the formation of positive consumer perceptions of
an alliance will depend on consumers' perceptions
of the degree of synergy and fit between the
brands based on a number of different elements.
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A brand name generally tells consumers who the
manufacturer of a product is, and whom to
punish should the product not perform as
expected. Thus, it is clearly important to align
with a brand which will not tarnish the current
image but rather enhance its reputation. A diminished quality level may contribute to non-acceptance of a brand or even marketplace failure.
Clearly, combining incongruous brands may
present problems (Waters, 1997) and so a consideration of goodness of fit is essential. Higher fit,
particularly on complementary attributes and
transferability, leads to higher perceived quality
ratings. An example of this principle is Sony's
alliance with Dolby to complement Sony's technology with Dolby's sound system expertise. This
'quality boost' principle seems intuitively plausible. Thanks to the partner brand, the consumer is
made aware of some extra technical benefit.
Perceived quality increases should translate into a
positive effect on the other elements of brand
equity, such as loyalty, awareness and image.

Brand Alliances as a Continuum of
Forms
We propose that forms of brand alliances range
along a continuum from collaborative efforts
which revolve around abstract or symbolic characteristics of the brand to those which are based on
product related or functional brand attributes and
which involve a physical combination of resources. The opposing ends of this continuum
reflect the strategic objectives and nature of these
different forms of alliances: reputation endorsement
and collaboration on core competencies. This view of
brand alliances mirrors the perspective developed
in the literature that brand alliances range from
publicity based agreements to alliances involving
co-operation further along the value chain in eoproduct development and/or commercialisation.
At one end of this continuum, the alliance which is
built around a union of abstract or symbolic attributes aims to create a link between the brands in the
minds of consumers based on image, reputation
and brand personality. The objective of this type of
brand alliance is reputation endorsement, each
brand hoping to enjoy image reinforcement and/or
a quality perception boost as a result of the association with the other brand. No eo-product development is involved and the manifestation of the
alliance is usually in the form of a joint publicity or
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Continuum of Brand Alliance Forms

Figure 1
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promotional campaign. An example of this type of
alliance was the joint television advertising campaign between McDonald's and Coca-Cola where
the television ad showed a link between the complementary consumption of McDonald's fries and
Coca-Cola. Another example was the promotional
campaign between Shell and Ferrari which took the
form of a series of television ads featuring both
brands being used simultaneously thereby endorsing each other's reputation. For example, one ad
aimed at promoting Shell's lubricant products
included the line, 'Only one oil contains all the
experience, all the knowledge, all the protection, all
the passion that comes from racing a Ferrari: Shell
Helix'. In both these examples, the brands involved
aimed to leverage the reputation endorsement that
results from these synergistic brand alliances
thereby reinforcing their own image and quality
perception. This view of brand alliances is supported in the literature. Visser (1998) reports that
in some cases two brands from related but different
product categories and from different companies
are linked with each other so that the authority of
one brand is transferred to the other, leading to a
phenomenon called 'image transfer'. The brand
alliance between Pepsi and Manchester United
football club involving joint television advertising
and other promotional events to help launch the
football club brand and bolster Pepsi's international
sales in the developing markets of South East Asia
is a good illustration of this strategy. In a sense, the
brands are announcing to the marketplace that
they 'are engaged' in an alliance based on these
symbolic characteristics of brand personality and
image which are complementary. A favourable consumer reaction will occur if consumers perceive
synergy and fit between the brands in the alliance.

functional brand attributes which represent the
product competencies of each company. Of course,
synergy on the symbolic attributes of both brands
is still important, but it is not the primary driver of
the alliance. We describe this type of alliance as collaboration on core competencies to reflect the
nature of the collaboration involved. This term also
refers to service brand alliances where the brands
collaborate on functional brand attributes. Another
term for this type of brand alliance is 'ingredient
branding' (Rao and Ruekert, 1994; Visser, 1998),
where a new attribute is added to an existing brand
with the aim of providing certainty and strengthening the signalling function of the brand. Waters
(1997) further explains that the purpose of the link
that is established between two brands involves
both image transfer and the integration of a new
physical attribute into an existing brand. An example of this type of alliance is Philips' collaboration
with Nivea to develop Philips Cool Skin, a new
Philips electric shaver for men that automatically
dispenses Nivea shaving lotion. The two firms collaborated on their core competencies to develop a
new product. The credit card industry offers several
examples of service eo-branding agreements which
provide functional benefits to customers. The most
commonly formed brand alliances in the credit
card industry are those with airlines on frequent
flier programmes, for example, American Airlines'
eo-branding agreement with Citigroup on the
Advantage Visa Card. Chase Manhattan is among
the issuers taking a different approach to eo-branding for its credit card, the Mastercard, with its partnerships with Shell Oil, Bell Atlantic and WalMart, where customers can earn free petrol,
telecommunications service, and retail benefits
respectively.

At the other end of the continuum, the primary
objective of the brand alliance is to collaborate on

Between the two extremes of this continuum, we
propose that forms of brand alliances exist which
39
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share differing degrees of both objectives: reputation endorsement and collaboration on core competencies. This can occur, for example, in the case
of premium brands where branding was less of a
functional and more of a symbolic nature. An
example of this type of brand alliance is John
Rocha at Waterford Crystal, where the lrish-based
fashion designer John Rocha designed a range of
contemporary crystal for the premium brand,
Waterford Crystal. In this case, although there
may be a clear link between the brands on eoproduct development, the logic may not guarantee
a favourable reaction from consumers if an inappropriate fit between the brands in terms of brand
image is perceived. Another example of this type of
brand alliance is the Lexus LS4oo Coach Edition
eo-branding programme, 'It Takes Two to Make a
Masterpiece', which involved the introduction of a
Coach edition Lexus featuring Coach leather seats
and trim. In this example, while there was clear
collaboration between the two brands on product
competencies, the synergy between two luxury
brands in terms of symbolism and image was
equally critical to the success of the alliance.

Conclusion
This continuum illustrates various forms of brand
alliances shaped by different strategic objectives. It
is clear that brand alliances can serve many pur-
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poses in the marketplace from endorsing reputation and boosting an existing quality and image
perception to collaborating on product competencies. A critical factor in the success of the alliance
is to align with a partner sharing similar objectives
and who brings a comparable offering of symbolic
and functional brand attributes to the alliance.
A brand is a key strategic asset on a number of different levels. In addition to serving as an information cue to customers on quality and other product related attributes, a brand can help build
relationships with customers through symbolism
and brand personality. Given the power of brands
as strategic assets, and the strategic value of
alliances in today's global marketplace, it is clear
that brand alliances will continue to remain a powerful strategy for growth. Brand managers have to
decide on types of allies, their relative reputations
and expectations for their future performance,
while being wary of the potential threat of opportunism. Critical to the formation and management
process is an understanding of the strategic objective behind the alliance from reputation endorsement to collaboration on product competencies.
This continuum presents a range of strategically
powerful brand alliance forms for the brand manager. The challenge is to find the correct partner to
allow a symbiotic relationship to take place.
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ANTECEDENTS OF DELIVERY
PERFORMANCE: AN INTERNATIONAL
EXPLORATORY STUDY OF SUPPLY
CHAIN COMPLEXITY
Michael Milgate
As iust-in-time delivery has become increasingly commonplace and customer
demands continue to tighten, the importance of fast, reliable delivery
performance cannot be overstated. This is particularly true for organisations
competing internationally, where the complexity of the supply chain must be
managed within a global network. A conceptual model is presented that
identifies three basic dimensions that characterise the complexity of a
supply chain: uncertainty, technological intricacy, and organisational
systems.
This foundation provides a theoretical basis for linking supply chain
complexity to delivery performance. Moreover, country level development is
expected to moderate the impact of complexity on performance because of
broad infrastructural differences. Results show support for the linkage of
uncertainty with performance; however, no evidence was found that
increased technological intricacy or more complicated organisational
systems hamper delivery performance. Managers appear to have adopted
mechanisms to accommodate these last two dimensions of complexity.
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Introduction
As the importance of effective management of the
supply chain has gained recognition in many manufacturing firms and customers have become
increasingly demanding of suppliers, delivery performance has become a foundational metric of success. In addition, as the global reach of any supply
chain expands, more complex systems are needed
to manage across different cultures, technical standards and regulatory requirements, not to mention
greater physical distances. When difficulties with
delivery performance are present, problems tend to
cascade quickly forward through the supply chain.
Management historically has responded with an
increase in buffering, including additional inventory or expanded lead times, which increases cost
and hurts customer responsiveness.
While delivery performance is generally recognised as important, a review of the literature identified few attempts to assess empirically the extent
to which supply chain factors impacted performance. Brown and Vastag (1993) suggested that
the lack of literature was, in part, reflective of the
fact that delivery is the culmination of a whole set
of upstream operations and managerial decisions.
In addition, downstream operations, such as poor
42

logistical arrangements, can negatively influence
delivery performance. Thus, rather than consider
delivery performance from the isolated perspective
of a single manufacturer, explicit recognition is
needed of the upstream and downstream supply
chain.
To begin to understand the linkage between management of the supply chain and delivery performance, a strong conceptual lens to characterise
and compare critical dimensions of a supply chain
is needed (Cox, 1999). One such critical dimension has been generally termed complexity (for
example, Wilding, 1998; Johnson and Davis,
1998), although it has been defined using a variety
of product, technological and organisational variables. Both managerial action and the external
business environment can amplifY or attenuate
any effects of supply chain complexity. For example, addition inventory can improve the reliability
of delivery performance by providing a buffer for
uncertain upstream supply chain performance.
Moreover, if the general business environment has
little support for information technology (for
example, the Web), has weak communications
infrastructure and has unreliable borer procedures,
the effects of complexity may be amplified.
© Mercury Publications
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Thus, this article has two primary research objectives: develop a conceptual model of supply chain
complexity; and undertake an exploratory study of
the relationship between complexity and delivery
performance. To begin, a clearer conceptualisation
of supply chain complexity is synthesised from the
supply chain management, organisational theory
and operations management literature. This establishes a strong basis for the next step of examining
the implications of supply chain complexity for
delivery performance in a structured manner.
Third, the influence of the international business
context on the relationship between complexity
and delivery performance is assessed. Finally, several implications for research and managerial practice are noted.

Towards a Definition of Supply Chain
Complexity
The literature provides several approaches to
define supply chain (Mabert and Venkataramanan,
1998) and supply chain management (Lambert et
al., 1998). Focusing specifically on the supply
chain, a clear definition is needed before developing the concept of supply chain complexity. For
Handfield and Nichols (1999), supply chains
include all activities associated with the flow and
transformation of goods from the raw material
through the end customer. It is encompassing the
information flows up and down the supply chain.
This definition notes two important supply chain
characteristics. First, it is a holistic and systemic
view that goes beyond the value chain put forward
by Porter (1985). For instance, several layers of
suppliers and customers are considered part of a
supply chain, not just immediate first-tier suppliers and customers. Second, the information flows
imply that relations within the chain are bidirectional not only downstream oriented. The information coming from downstream members and
transmitted upstream is crucial, as discussed later.
Research in both the organisational science and
the information systems literatures has popularised the concept of complexity in management
research. Anderson (1999) provided an excellent
review of complexity theory application in organisation science. He suggested that complexity has
been traditionally viewed as a structural variable of
organisations and that organisations are now
re~og?ised to be complex and adaptive systems.
Wtthm operations management, the concept of

complexity has also appeared in manufacturing
research related to operations processes (Khurana,
1999; Cooper et al., 1992) and manufacturing
strategy (Kotha and Orne, 1989; Kim and Lee,
1993). To date the application to manufacturing
systems has been relatively straightforward, and
thus offers one framework for further development within the area of supply chain management
(Cooper et al., 1992).
Collectively, these research streams provide several
important perspectives for the examination of
complexity in the supply chain. At the most general level, a synthesis of earlier research points
towards two general characteristics, namely supply
chains have differing degrees of uncertainty and
varying levels of complicatedness. Uncertainty
refers to the inherent noise or variations existing
in a system; complicatedness refers to the level and
type of interactions present in the system. In other
words, complicatedness should be viewed as a
deterministic component more related to the
numerousness and variety in the system (Scuricini, 1988). For supply chain management, additional insight is possible by further decomposing
this second characteristic to capture the two
dimensions of technological intricacy and organisational systems. The following sections elaborate
the synthesis and abstraction of supply chain complexity along these three primary dimensions:
uncertainty; technological intricacy; and organisational systems (Figure 1).

Uncertainty in the Supply Chain
Uncertainty exists at every echelon in the supply
chain (Lee and Billington, 1995). For example,
upstream uncertainty can be manifested through
late deliveries by suppliers or poor quality of the
incoming materials and parts (Davis, 1993).
Looking downstream, uncertainty takes the form
of unforeseen demand variability, which in turn
creates problems in planning, scheduling, and
control that jeopardise delivery performance
(Fisher et al., 1997).
At the simplest level, uncertainty in a supply chain
can be viewed as the reliability of a series of
sequential and parallel tasks. The product of the
components' reliability gives the reliability of such
a system. In a supply chain, setting this is comparable to the number of echelons or to the horizontal
dimension of the supply chain (Lambert et al.,
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1998). Hence, upstream uncertainty will increase
with the number of upstream echelons (Beamon,
1999). The analogy of system reliability could be
used here to understand the impact of the number
of echelons and suppliers per echelon. Each supplier in a supply chain is similar to a machine processing in a production system. A second or thirdtier supplier failure (for example, late delivery, poor
quality) affects the reliability of the whole system
and related performance. Looking downstream, the
possible amplification of end-users demand variation upstream through the channel, known as the
bullwhip effect (Lee et al., 1997), is a function of
the number of echelons in the supply chain.

Similarly to production systems within a firm,
where greater uncertainty and unreliability hurts
manufacturing performance (Kim and Lee, 1993),
greater uncertainty in the supply chain is expected
to affect adversely delivery performance. The literature has generally characterised delivery performance along at least rwo dimensions: speed and
reliability. Speed is defined as the timeliness of a
firm's responsiveness to perform an activity or to
fill an order. In contract, reliability is related to
the capacity of the firm to fulfil the delivery as
promised.
Hr: As the level of uncertainty increases both
delivery speed and reliability performance
worsen.

Technological Intricacy
Technologies have been broadly classified based
on their linkages to either the product design or
process structure (Chase and Aquilano, 1995) ,

Process

Internal

External

both of which have been considered in assessing
and
managing
manufacturing
complexity
(Khurana, 1999) . With respect to the product,
complexity or complicatedness is widely discussed
but a generally accepted definition has not yet
emerged from the literature (Kotteaku et al., 1995;
Singh, 1997).
One major aspect of technological intricacy
related specifically to the product is the number of
parts needed to produce a manufactured good
(Murmann, 1994; Clark and Fujimoto, 1991) or a
service (for example, lines of code encrypted in
sofrware (Hagel, 1988)) . However, the number of
components in and of itself is insufficient, as the
form and variety of the interconnections berween
these different components must be considered
(Khurana, 1999). The degree of decomposability is
one option to infer the degree of complexity. The
fact that the different parts of a product could not
be separated without seriously damaging its performance is a product exhibiting low degree of
decomposability (Singh, 1997). Examples of such
low degree decomposable products are usually
existing in the pharmaceutical industries, where
inputs cannot be separated without damaging the
effectiveness of the product. In contrast, a high
degree of decomposability usually characterises the
food processing industry, where ingredients can be
changed without necessarily damaging the product (for example, the level of spice in a sauce or
the salt content of soup).

As the number of parts and interconnections increases, management is forced to expand the logistical and control processes in place to ensure
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timely performance. Moreover, rework is more
difficult as the product becomes more complicated, thereby further aggravating delivery performance (Fisher and lttner, 1999). Therefore, quality
failure has a larger potential impact in complex
supply chains.
The second major aspect of technological intricacy is related to the process. The pioneering work
of Woodward (1965) identified a general process
classification (i.e. small batch, mass production,
and continuous flow) and linked this to a number
of technical attributes. Since then, other
researchers have expanded this work and proposed
three related dimensions: the level of mechanisation, the level of systematisation, and the interconnection level (Kotha and Orne, 1989). The
level of mechanisation refers to the interface
between labour and equipment and increases with
the predominance of the equipment in the production process. The level of systemisation is
determined by the degree of standardisation and
formal control. The interconnection level refers to
the integration level of various process operations.
In summary, increased interactions between parts
and process stages embodied in technological
intricacy are expected to hurt the delivery speed.
However, given that management is expected to
be cognisant of and accommodate the inherent
features of the technology in estimating customer
delivery dates, no relationship is expected between
the level of technological intricacy and delivery
reliability.
H2a: As the level of technological intricacy
increases, delivery speed worsens.
H2b: No relationship is expected between technological intricacy and delivery reliability.
Unfortunately, the literature has been less precise
than is necessary to examine the development and
management complexity in the supply chain. In
some cases, aspects have been included in the definition of product complexity that are better considered as an aspect of organisational systems.
Product variety is one such misplaced attribute.
:x'hile increased product variety undoubtedly
Increases overall supply chain complexity, the
breadth of a firm's product portfolio is directly
associated with the number of tasks and difficulty

of coordination. Product variety is not fundamentally linked with technical complicatedness and
interconnectivity of a product. For example, offering a product in different colours or sizes does not
make the product more complex, and these could
be assigned to focused factories to reduce the
complexity of the associated organisational systems, described next.

Organisational Systems
The strategy literature historically has differentiated between systems that are internal to a firm
and those that provide an interface to the external
business environment. Applying this basic delineation to supply chain management, the internal
organisational systems consider both the level and
form of integration between different departments
within an organisation. In contrast, external
organisational systems focus on informational,
product and service transactions and relationships
with other organisations. As the firm becomes
more vertically integrated, the complexity of
external organisational systems is reduced, while
internal systems must increase, ideally to a lesser
degree. In addition, as the global reach of a supply
chain expands, the organisational systems needed
to manage across different cultures and languages,
technical standards, regulatory requirements and
geographic distances must become increasingly
heterogeneous.
In organisational theory, the number of layers,
communication and departmental interactions
within a firm provide a general measure of the
level of organisational complexity (Daft, 1995).
Internal integration is important to smooth the
interaction between different functional areas, and
can include increased information sharing and
common performance metrics.
(MacDuf£Y et al. (1996) and Fisher and lttner
(1999) have argued that the strategic decisions of
senior management about the variety of products
and the product portfolio can negatively affect the
performance of a supply chain. Increased product
variety increases the challenges in inventory management, which can increase the likelihood of
material stockouts, and increase material handling. Product proliferation increases the level of
complicatedness not only for the production
system but also for forecasting (Fisher et al., 1997),
purchasing (Kotteaku et al., 1995) and production
45
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scheduling (Van Donk and Van Dam, 1995).
Scheduling the production of several products can
be a very difficult task often resulting in several
schedule revisions, which in turn hurts delivery
performance (Brown and Vastag, 1993). Scheduling problems can also occur from internal miscommunication. For example, the sales department might change previous order priorities to
react to the perceived importance of a particular
customer request.
With respect to complexity of external organisational systems, the number of suppliers is often
identified as a factor contributing to the complexity of the supply chain (Beamon, 1998), with
potentially negative implications for plant performance (De Toni and Nassimbeni, 1999).
Traditionally, multiple suppliers were viewed as a
means of mitigating supply risk, including cost,
reliability and innovation. However, as the
number of suppliers increases, a firm tends to
encounter difficulties in fostering close partnerships and in developing close integration across
the supply chain (Corbett et al., 1999; Trent and
Monczka, 1999). Multiple suppliers for a single
part or component also increase the level of coordination needed to improve the efficiency of
operations and mitigate the difficulty of obtaining
homogenous inputs (Agrawal and Nahmias,
1997). Moreover, organisational systems must
become increasingly complex as a firm expands its
supply chain internationally; more interactions
and transactions are generated to import and
export. In response to these issues, research has
attempted to identifY the optimal size of the supplier base (Agrawal and Nahmias, 1997).
The recently espoused concept of integrated logistics attempts to attack the problems of meshing
internal and external organisational systems.
Integrated logistics is defined as the level of integration of business processes within the boundaries of the firm and with suppliers and customers
outside the organisation (Daugherty et al., 1996).
Supply chain integration or integrated logistics
with other chain members can create seamless
operations and reduce the difficulties related to
the interaction of members of the chain
(Bowersox, 1990; Ballow et al., 2000). Such integration can take place through information sharing on production plan, inventory and forecasts
and could involve EDI, network sharing or JIT 11
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practices. At the strategic level, suppliers can be
brought in for critical decisions related to product
development.
To address these concerns, stronger supplier relationships with concomitant integration encourage
information sharing to be more timely, richer and
higher quality. Improved collaboration smoothes
individual transactions and reduces the number of
tasks associated with these transactions (Handfield
and Nichols, 1999). More direct flows of information also should help the supplier to be more
responsive and better plan its production to
accommodate downstream customer demands.
Thus, reduced complexity in a manufacturer's
organisation systems, either internal to the firm or
externally with its supply base, is expected to
improve customer responsiveness and delivery
speed. However, like technological intricacy, management is expected to accommodate the inherent
challenges of managing complex organisational
systems, and no relationship is expected between
the level of technological intricacy and delivery
reliability.
H3a: As the complexity of organisational systems
increases, delivery speed worsens.
H3b: No relationship is expected between the
complexity of organisational systems and
delivery reliability.

Complexity in an International Context
While the three primary dimensions noted earlier,
namely uncertainty, technological intricacy and
organisational systems, conceptually characterise
supply chain complexity, the effect of complexity
on performance could be expected to vary from
one business environment to another. One
approach that has been widely accepted in the
research literature and popular business press is
categorising countries based on their level of economic development (International Monetary
Fund, 1999). General differences often exist
between countries in the availability of information technology, development of infrastructure,
consistency of suppliers' standards and availability
of skilled labour. All these have implications for
management of the supply chain (Simchi-Levy et
al., 2000). For example, information technology is
widely seen as an enabler of improved communi-
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cation within the supplier/customer network.
Consequently, poorer relationship between supply
chain complexity and delivery performance is
expected to be moderated by firm location.
H4: Supply chain complexity is expected to have
a greater impact on delivery performance in
developing and transitional economies, relative to advanced economies.

Methodology
Sample
Ideally, to test the relationship between supply
chain complexity and delivery performance
empirically, a survey instrument would be specifically designed and pre-tested with the theoretical
constructs of complexity at its core. However,
both the international scope and conceptual
breadth of the research suggest that an exploratory
study with a pre-existing database is prudent. To
that end, the relationship between complexity and
delivery performance was tested using data from
the Global Manufacturing Research Group
(GMRG) database (Whybark and Vastag, 1993).
Unfortunately, the use of archival data from this
international database forced some trade-offs in
the operationalisation of the supply chain constructs related to complexity, described later.

Outlook (International Monetary Fund, 1999) as
being from advanced economies or developing
and transitional economies, with Bulgaria, China,
Hungary, Mexico, Poland and Russia being in the
latter group (88 observations).

Delivery Performance
Delivery performance is measured by four variables, with the first two measuring speed and the
last two measuring reliability. First, delivery leadtime was defined for the survey respondents as the
average actual time that elapses from the placement of an order until its shipment to the customer (i.e. transportation time is not included).
Second, throughput time was defined as the time
to complete an order from the start of its production to its completion. Third, the percentage of
customer orders delivered late (percentage late
deliveries) was used as one measure of reliability.
The percentage late deliveries is widely applied in
industry, and sometimes referred to as the service
level. Last, for those orders that were delivered
late, the average lateness was requested. This final
measure offered an indication of how badly customers were inconvenienced by any late delivery.
Because a few manufacturers reported no late
deliveries, the sample size was marginally lower for
the analysis of this last performance measure (277
versus 284).

This survey was part of an international research
programme to collect data on manufacturing practices in two specific industries, non-fashion textile
and small machine tool, using a standard survey
instrument. Local academics in each country
administered the survey in 1995-6, senior manufacturing managers were targeted as the respondents and the unit of analysis was the strategic
business unit. To date, research has been published
from this data in the areas of supply chain management (Narasimhan and Jayaram, 1998a), forecasting (Wacker and Sprague, 1998), planning and
control (Kadipasaoglu et al., 1998), and operations
strategy (Narasimhan and Jayaram, 1998b).

Supply Chain Complexity
The use of an existing database limits somehow
the choice of appropriate measurements for every
dimension proposed in the theoretical development. As such, the principal focus of this exploratory study was on identifYing measures that operationalise supply chain complexity at the first
hierarchical level, namely uncertainty, technological intricacy and organisational systems. In total, a
set of seven variables was found to assess supply
chain complexity variables, with three for uncertainty, one for technological intricacy and three
for organisational systems.

Complete archival data from the constructs being
studied was available from the following countries: Australia, Bulgaria, Canada, China, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Japan, Mexico,
New Zealand, Poland, Portugal, Russia, Spain,
Sweden, United Kingdom and United States. A
total of 284 cases were eligible for our analyses and
they were coded based on the World Economic

The uncertainty dimension of supply chain complexity was measured using three variables: late
deliveries from suppliers, quality level of incoming
materials and parts; and customer-related forecast
error. The first two measures tend to emphasise
upstream variability, although late deliveries from
suppliers might be caused in part by demand
uncertainty from other customers, including the
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respondent's manufacturing. In contrast, forecast
error captured downstream uncertainty, at least to
the extent that the manufacturing firm could not
predict customer demand. Late deliveries from suppliers were reported as the percentage of manufacturing's purchase orders that are delivered late by
suppliers. Quality level of incoming materials and
parts was reported as the percentage of incoming
materials. Forecast error was requested as the average percentage error over the past two years.
Unfortunately, very little data was available to
assess technological intricacy of the product or
process. One simple indicator, based on the
number of income parts, was constructed using a
ratio of two measures reported by respondents:
total number of raw material parts and number of
product lines. The number of raw material parts
was highly correlated with both the number of
components and the number of finished goods.
While incomplete, this ratio, here termed breadth
of raw materials, begins to capture the range of
different parts needed and is indicative of quantity of interactions needed to produce a typical
product.
The GMRG database contained three indicators
of the degree of complexity of organisational systems related to supply chain management: product variety, breadth of supplier base, and export
orientation. To assess product concentration,
respondents were requested to report the percentage of sales coming from the largest product line
seller. This ratio was inspired by the Herfindahl
index of product variety (Gollop and Monahan,
1991), and is inversely related to product variety.
Breadth of the supplier base was defined as the
average number of suppliers per part, and was
taken directly from the survey instrument. This
variable captures the size of the supplier base while
scaling it for the characteristics of the product.
Finally, respondents indicated their degree of
export orientation by reporting the percentage of
sales derived from exported product. Note that
this variable is not inadvertently a confounding
factor of the measure of delivery lead time, as the
lead time measure only includes time to shipment,
not subsequent time in transit to the customer.
.
Control Variables
Basic control variables generally believed to affect
delivery speed and reliability were included: size

(number of employees) , and production scheduling (percentage of production being make-toorder). In addition, to account for basic industrylevel differences, a dummy variable was included
for non-fashion textile versus small machine tool.

Empirical Results
Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for
the continuous variables are reported in Table r.
First, the relationship between the three sets of
measures of supply chain complexity, namely
uncertainty, technological intricacy and organisational systems, and delivery performance was
tested using linear regression. Next, the moderating effect of country-level economic development
was analysed. For each regression model, hierarchical regression was used to introduce first supply
chain complexity (Model 1) and then interaction
terms between the supply chain complexity variables and type of economy (Model 2) . By structuring the analysis in this way, the incremental variance explained by the moderating effect of the
country-level economy could be assessed explicitly. Both the parameter estimates and the incremental squared multiple correlation coefficient
(R2) are reported for each model.
The supply chain complexity variables were standardised in order to assist interpretation of the
estimated model parameters and to reduce the
potential for multicollinearity. The enormous
variation in the delivery speed variables, and the
presence of a small proportion of observations
with very long lead times and throughput times
appeared to contribute to a heteroscedastic pattern
of residuals; thus, a natural logarithmic transformation was used (Table 2). Similar remedial
action was necessary for average lateness, as a
small number of cases exhibited very high lateness. No evidence of strong multicollinearity was
found in any of the estimated models (i.e. condition indices :::; 20; variance-inflation factors :::; ro
(Kennedy, 1998)).
The results for the delivery speed are reported in
Table 2. The overall explanatory power for both
lead time and throughput time was quite strong,
with a squared multiple correlation coefficient of
0.44 and 0.25 for Models 1.1 and 2.1, respectively.
As expected for delivery speed, all the control variables were highly significant, with larger manufacturers, increased make-to-order production sched-
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Variables
Lead time (days)
Throughput time (days)
Late delivery (%)
Lateness (days)
Late delivery by
suppliers (%)
6 Quality of incoming
materials (% rejects)
7 Forecast error (%)
8 Breadth of raw materials (parts/ product)
9 Product-line concentration
(%of sales)
10 Breadth of supply base
11 Export orientation
(%of sales)
12 Firm sizea
13 Make-to-order level (%)

2
3
4
5

Mean

s.d.

47.9
33.4
14.7
8.65

61.8
48.2
17.8
7.84

18.3

4

5

6

.19
.04

.22
-.02

.06

.01

.23

.07

.10

.11

-.02
.10

-.01
-.03

-.14
.10

.00
.03

- .01
.19

.03
.03

- .09
.11

.05

.21
.24
.33

-.02
.02
.09

.12
.28
.18

.09
.01
.07

.07
.03
.01

- .09
-.05
.07

.08
.20
-.07

.12
-.11
.23

2

3

.65
.33
.60

.15
.38

.41

15.7

.24

.17

.28

.25

3.15
15.5

3.92
13.4

.11
.09

.06
.02

.10
-.01

5.06

2.39

.20

.13

53.6
4.48

28.1
6.10

.07
.04

28.4
5.08
74.0

28 .3
1.25
31.4

.15
.24
.33

7

8

9

70

11

12

.06
.12
.11

.17
.11

.05

n = 284, except for lateness, where n = 277.
Correlations above .12 are significant at p s; 0.05, and correlations above .18 are significant at p s; 0.01.
0 Natural logarithmic transformation .

uling and the small machine tool industry having
lower speed.
Some support was found for the effect of supply
chain uncertainty on delivery speed (H1a). In particular, an increased percentage of late deliveries
by suppliers was significantly related to poorer
(longer) delivery lead time (<.m, Model u) and
manufacturing throughput time (p = .05, Model
2.1), after controlling for size, production scheduling and industry. Moreover, increased rejection of
incoming materials also was marginally significant
for leadtime.
However, no support was found for the hypothesised relationship between delivery speed and
technological intricacy (H2a). Similarly, no support for the proposed relationship between organisational systems and delivery speed was detected
(H3a). Finally, while the country-level economic
development was linearly related to lead time, it
did not appear to moderate significantly the relationship between supply chain complexity and
either measure of delivery speed (H4).
Turning next to delivery reliability (Table 3), suppo.rr also was found for the hypothesised relationS~!!' between supply chain uncertainty and reliablllty (H1b). Similar to speed, both size and
make-to-order production scheduling had a posi-

tive impact, with larger manufacturers generally
providing less reliable deliveries and, when late,
having higher average lateness. fu might be
expected, increasing use of make-to-order production was significantly related to decreased reliability (increased percentage late), and the average
lateness was higher. However, the percentage of
deliveries that were late was not related to industry.

fu with speed, several variables indicative of
supply chain uncertainty were associated with
delivery reliability. An increased percentage of late
deliveries by suppliers was significantly related to
poorer reliability after controlling for size, production scheduling and industry (p < .OI, Model p).
Moreover, rejection of incoming materials also
was marginally significant, with poorer incoming
quality related to increased percentage of late
deliveries (p = .09, Model p). Consistent results
were also found for average lateness (Model 4.1).
Also as hypothesised, no statistically significant evidence was found that technological intricacy or
organisational systems dimensions (H2b and H3b)
of supply chain complexity were related to delivery
reliability. Both the parameter estimates for both
percentage of late deliveries and the average lateness were not statistically significant (p > .IO, Models 3-1 and 4.1). Finally, while the country-level economic development was linearly related to one
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Table 2

Regression Analysis of Delivery Speed

Lead time
(days} c
Model I . I

Model1 .2

0.194***
0.146*
0.054

0.216*
0.063
0.052

Throughput time
(days} c
Model2.2
Model2.1

Uncertainty
Late delivery by suppliers (%)
Quality of incoming materials (% rejects)
Forecast error (%)

0.140**
0.040
0.029

0.226*
-0.048
-0.048

Technological intricacy
-0.044

-0.097

-0.010

-0.030

Breadth of supply base (suppliers/part)
Export orientation (% of sales)

0.038
0.114
0.041

0.003
0.129
0.010

-0.108
0.214
0.105

-0.012
0.218
0.199

Advanced economya

0.362**

0.391**

-0.069

-0.004

Breadth of raw materia ls (parts/product)

Organisational systems
Product-line concentration (% of sales)

~

Control variables
0.643***
0.335***
0.019***

Industry classification b
Firm sizec
Make-to-order level (%)

0.649***
0.338***
0.019***

0.749***
0.285***
0.008***

0.777***
0.289***
0.007***

Interaction with advanced economy
-0.049
0.184
0.005
0.088
-0.052
-0.005
-0.069

Late delivery by suppliers
Quality of incoming material
Forecast error
Breadth of raw materials
Product-line concentration
Breadth of supply base
Export orientation
Intercept

-0.532

-0.559

-0.098
0.185
0.102
-0.149
-0.151
0.040
-0.152
0.393

0.354

Summary statistics
F-statistics

R2
AR2
Number of observations

•

**
***
a

19.16***
0.437
284

11.64***
0.442
0.005
284

7.73***
0.238
284

p :::; .10
p ~ .05
p ~ .01

'0' for developing/transitional economies and '1' for advanced economies.

b '0' for non-fashion textiles and '1' for small mach ine tools.
c

Natural logarithmic transformation.

aspect of delivery reliability (i.e. late deliveries), no
statistical evidence was found that it moderated the
relationship between supply chain complexity and
either measure of delivery reliability (H4) .

Discussion
This explorative study found some evidence that
the complexity of the supply chain is linked to
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delivery performance. While supply chain complexity is viewed as comprising at least three
dimensions, including uncertainty, technological
intricacy and organisational systems, statistical evidence was only found for a relationship between
the first dimension and delivery speed and reliability. Several explanations are possible for these
findings.

4.98** *
0.253
0.015
284
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Table 3

Regression Analysis of Delivery Reliability

Lateness
{daysJc

Late delivery
{%)

Model3.7

Model3.2

Model4. 7

Model4.2

Uncertainty
4.751***
2.385*
-0.404

Late delivery by suppliers (%)
Q uality of incoming materials (% rejects)
Forecast error (%)

3.219
0.869
2.637

0.119***
0.103*
-0.017

0.093
0.098
-o.023

Technological intricacy
Breadth of row materials (parts/product)

-0.235

-1.743

0.043

0.042

-0.008
-2.636
-0.965

-1.361
-1.742
0.716

-0.015
0.150
0.063

-o.025
0.041
-o.043

-0.124

-0.134

Organisational systems
Product-line concentration (%of soles)
Breadth of supply base (suppliers/port)
Export orientation (% of soles)

Advanced economyo

8.416***

8.449***

0.885
1.955*
0.075

2.318
1.960*
0.086**

Control variables
Industry classification b
Firm size c
Make-to-order level (%)

0.382***
0.146***
0.005***

0.366***
0.142***
0.005***

Interaction with advanced economy
2.161
2.733
-3.455
1.573
-2.357
-1.1997
-2.214

Late delivery by suppliers
Q uality of incoming material
Forecast error
Breadth of raw materials
Product-line concentration
Breadth of supply base
Export orientation

-7.083

Intercept

-8 .489

0.028
0.012
0.165
0.161
0.020
0.037
0.007
0.675**

0.709**

Summary statistics
3.416***
0.121

F-statistics
1(2
t-.1(2

284

Number of observations

.....•
1

2.368***
0.139
0.018
284

9.252***
0.277
277

5,810***
0.288
0.011
277

p:S; .10
p :S; .05
p s: .01

1

0 for developing/transitional economies and
for advanced economies.
b ~o~ for non-fashion textiles and 1 ] for small machine tools.
1

a

1

]

I

c

Natural logarithmic transfo rmation.

First, the uncertainty dimension of supply chain
complexity may be the most difficult for managers
to effectively accommodate and reduce. For example, simply recognising that a certain percentage
of supplier deliveries will be late does little to
assist m anagement to accommodate the problem.
Managers are required to make decisions about
which part or material requires accommodation

using a buffer of some form (i.e. either extended
lead time or additional safety stock) . In comparison, technological intricacy and organisational
systems were viewed as deterministic dimensions
of complexity, and these can be accommodated
through additional investment in information
technology, training and skill development for the
workforce, or strategically located inventories.
5I
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Second, because of the nature of this exploratory
study with its use of an archival database, some
trade-offs were necessary in the empirical data
analysis. An important benefit offered by the
GMRG database was that it provided the access
to a global and diverse sample that potentially
can shed light on international differences.
Unfortunately, the survey measures were not
constructed to specifically assess supply chain
complexity. Consequently, the measures of technological intricacy and organisational systems
related to supply chain were limited in number
and not ideal in scope. Rather than capturing
the process used to manager the supply chain,
the organisational system measures used only
reflected either input- or output-based indicators. Thus, the form interactions internally with
other functional areas and externally with customers and suppliers would have offered a much
clearer sense of the complexity of managing this
aspect of the supply chain. Simply recording the
number of interactions might be an alternative.
A similar criticism can be made of the measure
of technological intricacy, although only having
a single variable for this dimension further hampered this study. Here, complexity of the process
was not directly measured, although it could be
argued that it was a part of the dichotomous
industry variable.
Third, and of interest for future research, as
supply chain complexity increases along one
dimension, managerial action to increase complexity along another may serve to maintain or
improve delivery performance. Thus, as a manufacturer develops and markets products with an
increasing technological intricacy, more complex
organisational systems may be developed to
proactively plan for and reactively cope with new
technological challenges. For example, as the
number of parts increases in an automobile,
increasingly complex information systems are
needed to track the parts. Alternatively, if other
facilitating practices are put in place, such as
just-in-time and high quality, additional technological intricacy might force a rationalisation of
organisational systems through close relationship
with suppliers (for example, Toyota Production
System).
Similar propositions can be made for organisational systems; as a manufacturer begins sourcing
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from abroad to capture cost benefits, organisational system complexity increases. Consequently,
management can move to rationalise or expand
technological intricacy. To rationalise, the manufacturer may design and source more modular,
interchangeable components; to expand, the manufacturer may further decompose components
into individual parts, each assigned to one or
more suppliers.
Unfortunately, the investigation of the moderating
effect on country-level economic development
(business environment) did not uncover any statistical evidence of differences between advanced
and developing countries. The lack of findings
may be related to the coarseness of the classification used. A finer level of classification may have
uncovered greater differences or alternatively, the
sample used from developing and transitional
economies may favour better manufacturers.
Further research using clearer measures of supply
chain complexity and supporting infrastructure in
the business environment may yield new insight.
Another limitation of our study was the decision
not to explicitly model managerial practices that
would 'buffer' the unforeseen events. Many possible buffers exist, either in the form of time,
such as later promise date, or inventory, such as
finished goods. In fact, the use of buffering
mechanisms is likely to moderate the relationship
between supply chain complexity and delivery
performance and is a logical next step for future
research. To what extent are different buffering
mechanisms able to accommodate or attenuate
the effects of complexity on delivery performance?

Conclusions
New insights in supply chain management are
possible by drawing on and integrating the theoretical principles emerging from the application of
complexity theory to organisational theory, operations management and information system literatures. A critical first step in that process is to synthesise a basic, general definition of supply chain
complexity. Thus, this article endeavoured to
address two ~ primary research objectives: to
develop a conceptual model of supply chain complexity; and to undertake an exploratory study of
the relationship between complexity and delivery
performance.

Antecedents of Delivery Performance: An International Exploratory Study of Supply Chain Complexity

To that end, the literature supported a threedimensional view of supply chain complexity:
uncertainty; technological intricacy; and organisational systems. Of these three, only the first was
found to be significantly related to both delivery
speed and reliability. No evidence was found that
this relationship was moderated by the surrounding business context, namely the country-level of
economic development. Thus, both practitioners
and researchers must continue their efforts to
reduce both the risk and impact associated with
supply chain uncertainty by improving informational flows, building supplier capabilities, and

leveraging technological and organisational systems.
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Practitioner Viewpoint

MANAGING INFORMATION IN
THE DIGITAL AGE:
HOW THE READER IS KING
Gerry McGovern
In this article a leading Internet and Web development consultant oHers
practical advice on how to develop and manage information content on the
World Wide Web. Arguing that 'the reader is king' on the Web, he suggests
ways of generating, organising, designing and communicating content and
how to understand, relate to and interact with the reader.
Quality content on a website helps build brand equity. But saying that
content is king is like saying that the product, rather than the customer, is
king; there is a danger that we lose sight of the customer. The reader is the
customer on the Web; and content serves the reader. Unfortunately, with its
millions of websites and billions of pieces of content, many of them poor
quality, the Web can feel a lot like an information dump. The winning
organisations are those cleaning up their content act.

The Information Dump
Imagine for a moment a modern factory setting.
The machines are gleaming, humming with productivity. The bright lights show a well-organised,
clean environment. The floor is polished and
shining; nothing is out of place.

a directory is something you publish. The search
engine view was that clever software could scour
the Internet and index it, bringing a multitude of
choices back to the reader. Yahoo believed that if
you got editors to select the best websites, that was
what the reader wanted.

Let's now try and imagine a modern information
setting. Let's try and visualise what the average
intranet might look like if it was something physical; something you could see and touch. It would
probably look more like a dump than a modern
factory.

Yahoo has become a huge success because people
want limited choice. The 'truth' may be out there
but most of us don't have the time or the energy
to trawl through the thousands of responses we
get from our search engines. If what we're looking
for is not in the top twenty, forget it.

Organisations spent the industrial age gaining efficiencies and productivity from their physical means
of production. They will spend the digital age gaining efficiencies and productivity from information.

The Web is about publishing. It's about delivering
a select quantity of quality content to a target
reader. An intranet is a publication for your staff
containing content they need to enable them to
do a better job. Your Internet website is a publication directed towards your customers, prospective
customers, prospective employees, partners,
investors and the general public. It should contain
content that will:

The Web Is a Publishing Medium
Two competing ideologies have fought over the
Web. One believed that it was all about technology: that if you threw enough software at any
problem on the Web, it would be solved. The
other accepted that software was a fundamental
building block, but that software alone would not
reap the opportunities that the Web offered.
AltaVista and other search engines believed in the
power of software. Yahoo believed in the power of
publishing. Yahoo has always been a directory and
© Mercury Publications

•

help you sell more of your products

•

help you to better support your products

•

encourage prospective employees to join your
company

•

make your investors feel confident that you are
doing a good job.
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Content Builds Your Brand
A quality product that meets a real need, well
priced, serviced and marketed, will always be the
foundation on which a brand is built. On the
Web, it is content that will build your brand.
Content will describe and define your product.
Offline marketing is very strongly driven by visual
images. One day the Web will be full of visuals,
but not today. Visit the websites of the mega
brands on the Internet: Yahoo, America Online,
Microsoft. They are full of text-based content, not
visuals. The Microsoft website is the ultimate in
simplicity. It behaves exactly like a publication.
Every day it has a lead story and four to six minor
stories underneath. It understands that on the
Internet people come to find out stuff, to read.
Every time you publish quality content on your
website, you build your brand. Every time you
publish inferior content, you undermine your
brand. Every time someone reads content that
helps them better understand your product, you
make them more likely to buy that product. Every
time they read content that is poorly written or
inaccurate, they are less likely to buy. Prospective
employees are more likely to want to join if they
find quality content that answers their questions
and vice versa. It's as simple as that.

The Reader Is King
Content is not king on the Web. The reader is.
Saying 'content is king' is like saying the product,
rather than the customer, is king. It's putting the
cart before the horse. The reader is your customer
on the Web. The reader is king.
A publication makes content available to a reader.
The reason the Web was invented by Tim Berners
Lee was to make scientific and academic content
that was held on computers more readily available
to interested readers. HTML is the original language of the Web. It is not a software programming
language, but rather a language for laying out textbased content (Hypertext Markup Language).
Every website is to one degree or another a publication. Content is published on the website by an
individual or organisation in the hope that people
will come and read that content.
All successful publications begin by asking a
simple question: Who is my reader? Other ques-
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tions quickly follow: Will this reader be interested
in reading my content? How can I make money
out of my publication?
Organisations must focus on how they create
value (profit) from their content. There are three
key ingredients you need to create value from content:

Knowledge. The starting point of all content is
intelligence: something informative or useful that
the organisation wants to communicate to the
reader. Ideally, the organisation has something to
communicate that its competitors do not.
Structure. Without structure, knowledge is just incoherent babble. Structure begins at how well a sentence is put together, how logically a document
communicates a piece of information. On the Web,
structure also relates to how well content is classified
and how well that classification is presented in a
navigation and search system, so that the reader can
quickly and logically find what they are looking for.
Publication. You should always see content as a
process and not as an object. Hollywood does not
see its job as done after it has made the film. A
huge effort is put into marketing and distributing
the content. This is the act of publication - getting the content to its target public
On the Web, the act of publication is even more
pivotal than in the offline world. If a film is showing in a thousand cinemas, then millions of
people walking or driving by those cinemas
become aware that the film is on show. The very
act of distribution behaves as a powerful marketing tool.
On the Web, it's very different. If you launch a
website or a particular piece of content, it's like
launching something on the North Pole. Unless you
actively go out and promote and publish it - make
it public - nobody knows that it's there. This is an
increasingly critical problem that websites face. In
an age of information overload, with millions of
websites and billions of pieces of content, how do
you make the reader aware of what is there?

Know the Reader
The reader on the Web IS different from the
person who reads printed newspapers, magazines

Managing Information in the Digital Age: How the Reader Is King

or reports. Understanding the differences and the
key characteristics of online readers is critical to
the success of any online publication strategy.

looking for information they want to find it as
quickly as possible.
•

Readers look for information in two ways:
through using a search process and/or by
browsing through a navigation system.

•

Using a search process is helpful if they know
exactly what they are looking for.

•

However, sometimes they are more looking for
a classification of information, for example
information on genome research. With this
sort of need your reader would prefer to find
their information through a process of navigating through a classification.

The key characteristics of the online reader are as
follows:

• They are practical - they come to the Web
wanting to find out something.

·'

• They are impatient - they don't have time to
waste and they want to find what they are
looking for quickly. You should always assume
that they are about to leave your website.

• They tend to 'scan-read' . They move quickly
through text trying to grab the salient points.
$

• They don't particularly like reading online, as
screen-based reading is not the most comfortable way to read.

• They don't like movement on the screen, as
this makes text very hard to read.
•

They are not simply at your website publication to search for a particular piece of information. They also want your opinion on what
they should be reading.

Give Guidance to the Reader
A critical difference between simply orgamsmg
content (content management) and publishing
content is that publishing articulates an opinion,
a point of view. If you visited the Microsoft
homepage (www.microsoft.com) on 23 September
2000, you would have seen the following lead
story: 'Windows ME Is Here!' This is what the
Microsoft editor felt was the most important story
of the day/week.
Remember that:

'· .J

H aving understood the characteristics of the
online reader, an essential next step is to define
who the target reader is for your website. If it is an
intranet, it will be staff. If it is an extranet, it may
be suppliers, distributors or consultants. If it's an
Internet website, it will be customers, investors,
potential employees, the general public, etc.

•

By no means all readers who visit a website
come looking for a specific piece of information. What they want is guidance, an opinion
as to what content they should be reading
today.

•

The reader does not want to be bombarded by
an unlimited choice. Publishing is as much
about what you don't publish as what you do.
It is about presenting to a time-starved, information-overloaded reader a select and precise
'et of content. The online reader wants an
opinion on what they should buy, what training courses they should do, what stocks are
best value, what new products or special offers
the organisation has. They would like to know
what the organisation thinks is news today.

•

All great publications and all great websites
have an opinion, a point of view, which reflects
and is reflected by the uniqueness of the organisation's brand and product offering.

Therefore, it's important to understand that many
websites have more than one set of readers. You
need to prioritise which set is the most important.

Help the Reader to Find Information
Quickly
Whatever you do, don't waste the reader's time. A
fatal flaw of many websites today is that they are
badly laid out or that they shove big graphics in
front of the reader that take ages to download.
Remember that:

• The most precious commodity to your readers
is their time. When they come to your website

57

Irish Marketing Review

Deliver Up-to-Date, Accurate,
Relevant and Straightforward
Content

Remember that:
The Internet is a highly dynamic medium, in
that the information on it has the capacity to
be updated continuously. The online reader
has therefore developed an expectation that a
website will deliver to them the most up-todate information available. The best websites
are judged to be those that deliver new information quickly. The worst websites are those
that frustrate the reader by not having the
information they need or by presenting information that is out of date. In an informationdriven world, 'time-to-publish' becomes as critical as 'time-to-market' .

•

Because it's so easy to set up a basic website,
practically anyone can be a publisher. What
this has led to is millions of websites and billions of web pages. Much of the content that
you will find on the Internet is inaccurate and
irrelevant. Therefore the online reader is becoming increasingly sceptical, making it essential that the organisation publishes only accurate and relevant information.

• 'Less is more' is the motto the organisation
should follow with regard to publishing content. The reader is busy and starved for time.
Don't show them content just because you
have it. Only publish content that is relevant.
•

Write in a way the reader understands. This
applies not only to content, but also to what
icons are used for navigational links. Strive to
keep your language simple: avoid jargon.
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ently online than they do in a magazine, newspaper or other printed material. If the organisation wants to make the most impact - and
drive the most sales - from a piece of content,
it needs to prepare it specifically for the Web.
If it merely translates content from printed
form, it is offering second-hand content to the
reader, which is clearly unacceptable.

There is no better way to alienate a reader than to
present them with content that is inaccurate or
out of date.

•

Volume

•

The typical person who reads information on
the Web can be described as a scan-reader.
Their first exposure to information is usually
through a heading as a result of a search
process. They then like to read a brief but concise summary. They will then tend to scan-read
quickly through the document. Keeping paragraphs and documents short is therefore
important if you want to keep their attention.
A principle of preparing content for the Web is
that you should assume that the online reader
is always about to leave.

Respect the Reader
The Internet is one of the most measurable environments of all time. With appropriate software,
you can track your reader's movements very
closely when they are on your website. By combining with other databases, you can begin to
develop a very detailed picture of who your
reader/customer is.
Used properly, such software tools can benefit
both the reader and the organisation. The reader
can be presented with the content and products
most suited to them. The organisation can target
its marketing efforts much more precisely.
However, a reader backlash is already under way,
because privacy is not being respected, as information is being gathered and used on the reader in a
surreptitious manner.
Remember that:

Present Content in an Inviting, Webtailored Format

•

When television launched, the first shows were like
radio programmes with a camera filming them.
Organisations have tried to force the Web to be like
television or glossy brochures -with dismal results.

The online reader is an empowered consumer.
You need to be up-front with them.

•

Inform them of any information you are collecting on them.

Remember that

• Inform them how this information will be

•

In research into reading habits on the Web, it
was shown that people read information differ-

used.
•

Allow them to opt in or opt out if they wish.

Managing Information in the Digital Age: How the Reader Is King

Invite the Reader to Interact
When I go to amazon.com, I first treat it as a publication. I like to read the reviews of books I'm
interested in buying before I make the decision. It
is my fellow readers who have written those
rev1ews.
Remember that:
•

One of the fundamental differences between a
print and Web publication is that the Internet
allows for far greater interaction.

•

Successful Web publications tend to be good at
getting the reader engaged, through feedback,
reader reviews, discussion, chat, etc.

'

r

•

Interaction can help build reader loyalty as
well as becoming an extra source of content for
the website.

Summarise
Much of the content created for print is too long.
Summarise the content you already have in other
formats and you have new web content for the
reader. This is a significantly cheaper approach
than creating content from scratch.

The organisation may summarise content from
other websites, employing the copyright principle
of 'fair use' - creating a link if the reader wants to
read the full original document. You might also
choose to summarise important content from
printed publications.

Link
The cheapest way of creating content is by linking
and linking is a foundation on which the Web is
built. The power of appropriate linking should
not be underestimated in an online environment.
(Yahoo is an example of a successful content business built on the linking model.)

Generating Content
If you've defined and understood your reader, the
next challenge is how to generate the content that
they want. Never underestimate the expense and
difficulty involved in generating quality content
on a regular basis. Again and again, web publishing projects fail because the organisation did not
have the capability to generate a regular flow of
quality content and/or it was unwilling to allocate
the proper budget required for this activity.

Barter
It may be possible to swap content with other
websites that are not directly competing with you.

Quality content is a lot more expensive to create
than most people realise. Maintaining a quality
website is also more expensive than many think.
Reducing content costs, while maintaining quality, is a difficult balancing act. However, the viability of many websites may come down to how
well they can manage content costs.

Purchase
There may well be books or reports that can provide valuable content for your website. It is often
cheaper to pay copyright fees for these than to
write the content from scratch. Specialist news
feeds are also a good source of content.

A certain quality of content will always have to be
created. However, there are a number of alternative web content generation strategies that can be
explored. These include the following.
Create
The first and most obvious approach is to create.
Depending on the type of website being developed, creating content becomes more or less
important. With intranets and extranets, for
example, the vast bulk of the content will have to
be created.

Partner
If the website publication requires a substantial
amount of new content that the organisation at
present does not create, there may be a case for
exploring partnerships or mergers.

Reader-generated Content
This is among the most cost-effective content of
all. Customer-generated content is generated by
interactive content tools such as mailing lists, discussion boards, chat, customer review forms, etc.
A prime example is the Amazon approach of getting its readers to write reviews of the books they
have read.

Conclusion
We are indeed living in an information society.
Whether we're workers, customers or whatever, we
are all consuming more information than ever
59
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before. This trend will accelerate. Millions upon
millions have flocked to the Web because of their
need to be better informed.
The reader is indeed king on the Web. Content
serves the reader. Unfortunately, with its millions
of websites and billions of pieces of content, many
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of them poor quality, the Web can feel a lot like
an information dump.
The organisations that are cleaning up their content
act are winning. Those that are not are staying in
the dump. A dump has its uses, of course - a place
to put things that nobody has any use for anymore.
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Practitioner Viewpoint

WORKERS OF THE WORLD UNITE:
YOU HAVE NOTHING TO LOSE
BUT YOUR BRANDS
John Fanning
This article challenges the ideas contained in a recently published, and
highly successful, book No Logo. This book contends that many leading
global consumer businesses have become 'weightless': they have divorced
their production facilities from their marketing communication strategies.
Manufacturing takes place in third world countries often in squalid
conditions, while the brand message seeks transcendence towards a global
audience. Brands are increasingly promoted by appropriating general or
universal themes - community, achievement, passion - instead of
communicating the particular benefits of the product or service in question.
Further, brand messages are aggressively invading spaces that previously
were regarded as no-go areas for commercial activity.
These ideas are contestable. lt is argued that the No Logo thesis lacks
historical perspective and exaggerates the power of aspirational-type
brands. While acknowledging the encroachment of brand messages into
more areas of economic and social life, and many people's concern about
the benefits of 'progress' and the power of big business, we are reminded
that consumers, and citizens, have rights and powers of sanction.
In conclusion, it alerts marketing managers to a potentially more serious
threat which has nothing to do with the arguments advanced in No Logo 'consumer fatigue'.

Last year's most unexpected best-seller (Klein,
2oooa) was a sustained attack on brands which
concluded with a stirring exhortation to boycott as
many global brands as possible. Written by a
young radical Canadian journalist, No Logo is an
intimidating tome of almost 500 pages which has
been a best-seller in Canada, the US and Britain. It
has been translated into five languages (German,
Spanish, Italian, Japanese and Swedish) and is the
subject of no fewer than 16,500 websites. Even
Naomi Klein, who spent four years researching
and compiling the book, must be a little surprised
at the No Logo phenomenon. It has already been
referred to as the Das Kapital of the new millennium, an appellation that the author politely
refuses to accept. But there is no doubt that whatever zeitgeists were flying around last year, most
appear to have been caught by Ms Klein.
Before trying to discover the likely impact of the
book on purchasing behaviour and formulate
© Mercury Publications

plans to counteract any possible fallout, it is worth
considering the main strands of her argument.

The No Logo Thesis
The core of the argument is that somewhere in
the mid-198os many of the leading global consumer businesses became 'weightless' - that is,
they divorced their production facilities from their
marketing communication strategies. Production
was transferred to poor third world countries
where the dark satanic mills of nineteenth-century
capitalist disrepute were replicated in equally
squalid export processing zones. During her four
years researching the book Ms Klein visited many
of these EPZs in places like Vietnam, China,
Mexico, Indonesia, Sri Lanka and most notoriously the Cavite area of the Philippines, where
girls and young women are attracted from the surrounding countryside to work in appalling conditions for minimum wages with which there is
barely enough to support themselves. They are
6!
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fined for refusing overtime, becoming pregnant or
participating in any trade union activity. It is in
these modern day sweatshops that the products
sold under familiar brand names - Tommy
Hilfiger, Nike and Levi's - are made. In the Cavite
export processing zone, which has been referred to
as a 'tax free military state', over 50,000 people
make Nike running shoes, Gap pyjamas and IBM
computer screens.
From this core argument Klein develops a more
all-embracing critique of modern business, especially of the increasing emphasis on branding. She
argues that the primary reason for outsourcing
into the notorious EPZs is to reduce production
costs, which in turn provide more resources for
promotional expenditure designed to create more
powerful brands. Two problems arise from these
developments.
Firstly, the role of branding has changed over the
past 15 years: 'rather than serving as a guarantee of
value of a product the brand has increasingly
become the product- a free standing idea- I have
come to think of such companies as transcendent
brands because their goal is to escape almost all
that is earthbound and to become a pure idea like
a spirit ascending' (Klein, 2ooob). Thus Nike is
not really about trainers, but tries to appropriate a
much more ambitious territory- achievement in
sport. Polaroid famously is not a camera but 'a
social lubricant', while Apple is not just a computer but will enable you to change the world.
'The goal now is for brands to animate their marketing identities to become real world living manifestations of their myth . . . brands are about
meaning not product attributes . . . brand based
companies are no longer satisfied with having a
fling with their customers, they want to move in
together' (Klein, 2ooob).
Ms Klein and her supporters argue that many of
these companies are benefiting from a failure in
our society. 'They have picked up some potent
ideas and used them to sell sweaters, sneakers and
computers at least partly because we left these
ideas lying around. We're looking to these brands
for spirituality and for hope, for poetry and politics - things that culture should be providing in
other ways or that we should be providing for ourselves' (Sittenfield, 2000) . The author also objects
to the arrogance and pretentiousness of brands
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acting as cultural imperialists by appropnatmg
such properties for mundane products like shoes,
trainers, jeans or soft drinks.
Secondly, the brand messages of the new weightless economy are taking more and more liberties
by aggressively invading spaces that previously
were regarded as no-go areas for commercial activity. In the past advertising messages were neatly
cordoned off in advertising breaks on TV and
radio, confined spaces in the newspapers and controlled public spaces for outdoor posters. But as
competition intensifies all companies are finding
it more difficult to have their voices heard above
the clutter and brand communication strategists
are trying to find new ways to communicate their
messages. From schools to museums, from the
outside of commercial buildings in the middle of
cities to public toilets, brand messages are everywhere: or, to use the more colourful language of
the anti-corporate activists, all of our spaces have
now become colonised by brands. Some of the
resulting excesses are faintly ludicrous - in Sweden
it is possible to have a free telephone service if you
are prepared to have your conversation interrupted at regular intervals by advertising - but
obviously it is the entry of brands into schools
that creates the most emotional reactions. The
most quoted example is that of the Greenbriar
School in Georgia in 1998, which was participating in a Coca-Cola schools programme. As part of
the programme there was an official 'Coke Day'
with a $500 prize: all 500 students had to wear a
Coke tee-shirt on the day but one young student
- Mike Cameron, who has become something of
an icon to the anti-corporate movement - refused
to conform, came to school in a Pepsi tee-shirt
and was promptly suspended.
Having made her case, Klein goes on to argue that
there is a rising tide of anger in the developed
world about the dubious labour policies of many
multinational companies and at the continued
invasion of hitherto private spaces by brand messages. Although No Logo is not an anti-globalist
tract as such, there is also an undercurrent of
antagonism to the increasing globalisation of business and the consequent ubiquity of brand messages in every corner of the globe. The fact that
the movement is not characterised by a recognisable political philosophy or a coherent political
movement or identifiable leaders is regarded as an
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advantage: 'When cnucs say that protesters lack
vision what they are really saying is that they lack
a on over-riding revolutionary philosophy - like
Marxism, democratic socialism, ecology or social
anarchy - or whatever they all agree. That is
absolutely true and for this we should be extraordinarily thankful' (Klein, 2oooc).
The highpoint of the movement to date was the
famous 'Battle of Seattle' in November 1999, when
a curious assortment of protesters attempted to
shut down the World Trade Organisation meeting
causing considerable disruption and creating TV
images around the world reminiscent of Paris in
1968. The protestors were excoriated as 'tree wearing, lamb costumed, drum beating, bubble
brains'. But they did make an impact. It is now
envisaged that what was happening in Seattle and
subsequently at similar protests in Washington
and London was 'an actual model that mirrors the
organic decentralised linked pathways of the
Internet'. A new form of protest for a new era 'the ideas and plans that it has are swept up and
turned around in a tidal wave of information web diaries, manifestos, academic papers, home
made videos, cris de coeur- that the globalist anticapitalist network produces and consumes everyday' (Klein, 20ood).
Klein believes that the more powerful brands
become, the more easily they can be targeted by
the anti-corporate activists - in her own words,
'brands have become the Achilles heel of business'.

How Valid Is the No Logo Argument?
The most serious flaw in the No Logo thesis is the
complete lack of any historical perspective. The
book concentrates on the outsourcing of manufacturing by a limited number of companies in the
latter half of the twentieth century, but this development started almost 300 years earlier. Since the
beginning of the Industrial Revolution, with the
displacement from the land in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries to appalling conditions in
the new industrial towns, to the displacement of
manufacturing jobs from the developed to the
underdeveloped world in the twentieth century,
business has always sought to maximise profits by
increasing productivity and reducing costs. Each
stage of its development has been accompanied by
cries of anguish, despair and disgust on behalf of
those who had to suffer the consequences.
·

Ill fares the land to hastening ills a prey
where wealth accumulates and men decay
Oliver Goldsmith, 1768

These protests invariably led to improvements in
the standard of behaviour that is considered both
legal and appropriate, and in the developed world
at least there is no doubt that the conditions of
the majority of the population have been improved immeasurably. We have also managed to
create a more democratic and meritocratic society
in which everyone, in theory at least, can rise to
the top of their respective society in terms of
power or wealth or both. The latest development
is the creation and spread of the truly global business organisation. But the industry model portrayed in No Logo, with a small headquaters staff
formulating strategy and implementing marking
communications and brand development plans in
the USA and outsourcing all production to low
wage underdeveloped countries, is simplistic.
A more accurate model of the new global business
world would be an organisation that has a number
of manufacturing plants in places like Ireland and
Taiwan, an R&D facility in another European
country and headquarters in the USA. One of the
main reasons for the extraordinary growth in the
Irish economy in the past few decades has been
the number of businesses that have invested in
this country to take advantage of the educated
English-speaking workforce, benign tax regime
and access to the European market. This does not
excuse the degrading conditions of the EPZs but
they represent a minority of businesses that have
manufacturing plants outside their country of
origin. Coca-Cola, the biggest brand in the world,
centralises the manufacture of its concentrate for
the whole of Europe in Ireland and the workforce
in Drogheda do not appear to have any major
complaints about pay or conditions.
A major theme of the book is an attack on the
way in which brands are increasingly promoted by
appropriating general or universal themes - community, achievement, passion - instead of communicating the particular benefits of the product
or service in question. Ms Klein tries to make a
connection between outsourcing production to
EPZs and the tendency for global brands to adopt
universal values in their marketing communication. There is no such connection. Outsourcing
occurs in an attempt to cut costs - which all busi-
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nesses try to do regardless of whether or not they
are building global brands using cultural values.
The reasoning behind this development is far
more complex and arises from an attempt to stand
out from the competition in an increasingly noisy
marketplace allied to the fact that it is now more
difficult to sustain a product or service advantage
for any length of time. Therefore the likelihood of
a 'unique selling proposition' is increasingly
remote. The first wave of branding dates from the
development of mass media at the turn of the
twentieth century, lasted until the 1960s and was
based on communicating functional or rational
benefits of a product or service - 'my brand is
better than yours because ... .' k consumers
became more advertising literate a second wave of
branding developed, with businesses trying to
entertain as well as persuade - 'My brand is better
than yours because .. . and it will give you a nice
warm feeling.' Then, as competition intensified
further in the 1980s and all products and services
became more or less indistinguishable, some businesses, particularly those operating global brands,
sought to rise above the clutter by attaching universal cultural values to their brands - 'my brand
is better than yours because ... and will give a nice
warm feeling and will give you something rewarding to believe in.'
Ms Klein is critical of this latest evolution in
brand communications, arguing that businesses
have no right to appropriate values that should be
the preserve of the arts, the church or the political
arena. She argues that these traditional sources of
authority and cultural values have surrendered to
the new-found self-confidence and competitive
aggression of powerful global businesses.
Again it must be pointed out that only a minority
of admittedly well known brands are adopting this
approach to branding, and we must also accept
that as long as they remain within the bounds of
decency and good taste they have a perfect right
to do so. However, decency and good taste are relative terms - what may be a rewarding aesthetic
experience to one person could be deeply offensive
to another. Benetton's controversial advertising is a
case in point. But the real issue is one of manipulation. There is an underlying assumption
throughout the book that people are powerless in
the face of sophisticated big business media messages. This is a common misunderstanding, par-
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ticularly among journalists who invariably overrate the power of advertising. It also runs contrary
to what people who work in advertising have
always known and what academic commentators
are now beginning to acknowledge:
Much more recently however a more celebratory
image of the consumer has predominated. Instead
of a victim the consumer has been depicted as a farseeing individual who constructs a sense of self out
of their consumption activities in ways that are
regardless of such limitations of class, gender or
even geography.
(Pavitt, 2ooo)
It is being recognised that when we consume we
are constructing meaning with the goods we buy:
Consumption is more a construction of meaning
than a destruction of product. Goods are therefore
essentially conceived as markers which are used to
create and communicate meanmg and therefore
create value.
(Pavitt, 2000)
People want to use these markers to create a
stronger and more satisfYing sense of their own
identity. If certain brands help in the process then
people will consciously seek them out.
The other main target of No Logo is the encroachment of brand messages into every area of life.
Partly because of relentless competitive pressure,
but also due to a slight decline in mass audiences
for traditional media, business has turned to sport
and cultural events, among others, to communicate brand messages. Very often it is the sporting
and cultural bodies themselves that petition big
business, and not the other way round. Even the
more august third-level education establishments
have been known to discreetly pursue donations
from business in return for brand support. There
are often critics within the recipient organisations,
e.g. the significant minority within the Gaelic
Athletic Association who oppose sponsorship
from alcoholic drink companies, but dissenting
voices are likely to remain a minority as long as
funds are required for development - and funds
will always be required for development. Once
again, this is an issue that society will deal with in
its own way. The nature of the competitive marketplace will increasingly force some businesses
into positions that are in questionable taste, e.g.
secondary schools. If that happens, the public
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always have the ultimate sanction of boycotting
the products or services of those companies.

above subsistence levels and it certainly precludes colluding in the barbaric conditions
that exist in many EPZs.

Conclusion
;·

It's easy for anyone involved in brand management to dismiss the No Logo thesis, but that
would be a mistake because for better or worse it
touches chords that cannot be ignored. Firstly,
people worry about globalisation. In spite of the
economic benefits, particularly in relation to job
creation, people fear the sometimes casual disregard for long-established local cultural traditions,
and there is an innate suspicion that not everything that is portrayed as 'progress' represents a
desirable outcome.
Perhaps the most striking characterisation of the
end of the 2oth Century is the tension between the
accelerating process of globalisation and the inability of public institutions and the collective behaviour of human beings to come to terms with it.
(Hobsbawm, 1995)
Secondly, people are nervous of the power of big
business. The broad coalition of anti-corporate
activists, green-eyed environmentalists and nihilistic anarchists that Naomi Klein places her faith in
may remain a tiny minority, but there is a widespread awareness that somewhere in the last few
decades the balance of power has shifted from
nationally elected politicians to big business organisations (Hobsbawm, 1995). Despite the welldocumented defects of the parliamentary democratic political system, it appears to work better
than any alternative, and whether people vote or
not it gives everyone a sense of being in control however tenuous. Global businesses are not
accountable in the same way. It may not be without coincidence that now the Cold War is over
war the villain in John Le CamS's latest best-seller
(Le Carre, 2ooo) is big business and the book has
been described as an anti-corporate tract.

It is against these two background factors that the
specific issues raised by No Logo must be examined.
If business chooses to view the world as a
global unit it should apply the same ethical
standards in all of the locations in which it
operates. T his does not mean paying the same
wages in the Philippines or Vietnam as in the
US or Germany, but it does mean paying well

u If business chooses to build on universal values
like unity, achievement and passion then these
brands must accept that they are not merely
taking the high ground in relation to competitive brands, they are putting their heads so far
above the parapet that they must expect the
odd pot-shot. If a brand communicates the
fact that one's trainers are better than a competitive brand because of superior design or
materials then it is in danger of criticism only
from the small minority of the market who
takes these issues seriously. But if a brand seeks
to represent values such as achievement, excellence and passion then every aspect of the
business and the way it is conducted must live
up to these lofty ideals.
m Competition may be forcing business into new
more aggressive ways of communicating brand
messages but accepted standards of good taste
must be taken into account. The triumph of
the free market does not mean freedom to
trample over other people's lives.
If businesses adopt these simple rules, they're
likely to be immune from the attentions of the
anti-corporate activists that Naomi Klein is predicting will become a growing power in the land.
But it won't protect them from a potentially more
serious threat which has nothing to do with the
arguments advanced in No Logo - consumer
fatigue . As usual, what goes around comes
around, and after decades of increasingly frenetic
consumption culminating in the consumer frenzy
of the 1990s we may be on the verge of the
inevitable backlash - in which case a whole new
set of guidelines will be required by the prudent
brand manager.
During the high noon of consumerism, its golden
age, the face of the consumer was clear as was the
significance of his or her every movement. The pursuit of happiness through consumption seemed a
plausible if morally questionable social and personal
project. Today this is far more problematic ... consumer fatigue threatens to overcome even the well
off. The brashness has been knocked off the consumer society.
(Gabriel, 2001)
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